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Lydia Ourahmane: “No encontré mi voz hasta que
empecé a escribir mi tesis sobre la inmigracion
ilegal proveniente de Argelia a Espaiia”

La artista de origen argelino afincada en Barcelona Lydia Ourahmane ha expuesto
en la Fundacién Louis Vuitton o la Bienal de Sdo Paulo. Ha mostrado el Macba una
obra que extiende su rango de accién desde la espiritualidad a la geopolitica, la
urdimbre del colonialismo o la migracién con un marcado caricter emocional

Laarti

ista Lydia Ourahmane.
GREGORI CIVERA

La artista conceptual Lydia Ourahmane (Saida, Argelia, 32 afios)
enfrenta los procesos de creacién como una indagacién que a
menudo pone a la propia artista como maquinaria en proceso
para llegar a una conclusion légica o de sentido. El proceso, y no
la chispa inicial, es lo que informa de la obra final. Pregunta y
responde al espacio, a si misma, a su entorno, a personas que
encuentra, a situaciones vividas hasta encontrar, en una suerte
de dialéctica platdnica, el armazén de lo que va a ocurrir en una
sala. En abril culmina una experiencia expositiva en el Museo de
Arte Contemporaneo de Barcelona (Macba), 108 Dias, que si bien
podria parecer una revision al concepto de comisariado artistico,
tiene raices mas profundas y una significacién de aromas més
sutiles.

Ramon Ayala
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A simple vista es solo un espacio donde la artista invita a
personalidades y colectivos a intervenir la torre norte del edificio
proyectado por Richard Meier. Pero esta lectura solo lo es a
simple vista. Si, coincide con la idea para el museo que ha traido
la cordobesa Elvira Dyangani Ose como directora de la
institucién desde 2021: un espacio permeable abierto a la
realidad de la ciudad y la diversidad ajena a la historia oficial del
arte que refleje lo que ocurre fuera de los muros de la mole de
cristal y blanco. Un nuevo paradigma que abre espacios a nuevos
discursos y sensibilidades de la practica artistica. Pero hay algo
maés de fondo.

“No creci como una artista, en mi familia nunca fuimos a museos
ni recibi una educacién especifica al respecto. Mis padres eran
gente muy radical, dedicaron sus vidas al servicio de Dios y los
demads. Son personas muy espirituales. Aprendi a moverme por
el mundo de ellos, sin ningtin tipo de ego. Cuando era muy
pequenia recogia gatos callejeros y los llevaba a casa: les daba de
comer y los alojaba bajo mi cama”. Desde el momento de
encontrarse con Ourahmane sorprende que esté mis dispuesta a
escuchar que a dar explicaciones o justificar lo que hace. Alta,
enérgica y de mirada abierta, interrogativa, inicia el didlogo con
un “cuéntame tu historia”. Ha abierto de un modo natural una
conversacién entre pares donde cada intervencién construye
sobre la anterior. Sobre el andamiaje, empieza a dar razones:
“Soy una artista conceptual, cada proyecto es distinto para mi.
Sin embargo, hay ciertas cosas a las que vuelvo. Aun asi, cuando
el Macba me invité a hacer esta exposicién era como si no
pudiera visualizar nada. Pasaban los meses y empezaba a entrar
en panico. Solo veia el hueco de la torre. Me llegué a obsesionar
con el concepto de vacio. Hablé con fisicos. Un dia hablando con
mi madre me dijo: ‘Cémo anda el vacio, ¢lo has llenado ya?. Pensé
que el vacio es imposible y regurgité mis conversaciones con los
fisicos. Pregunté cudntos dias estaria abierta la exposicion: 108.
‘Voy a invitar a 108 personas’. Queria usarlo como un espejo. La
cuestion del uso era fundamental: qué necesita el espacio, qué
necesita la gente ahora mismo, es algo que me pregunto en mi
trabajo todo el rato”

Ramon Ayala

Lydia Ourahmane: “No encontré mi voz hasta que empecé a escribir mi tesis sobre la inmigracion ilegal proveniente de Argelia a Esparia”
El Pais, March 30, 2024.

https://urls.fr/-r93F5




GALERIE
CHANTAL CROUSEL

La artista Lydia Ourahmane, retratada en la torre norte del Macba, donde desde el 28 de noviembre de 2023 est4 desarrollando su
proyecto '108 Dias', que culminaré el 1 de abril.
GREGORI CIVERA

La argelina pone en relieve la cuestién de cierta urgencia vital y
social y qué incisidn hace la practica artistica sobre ello: “/Es esta
exposicién til?”, interroga. A pesar de haberse tenido que ganar
la confianza de las 108 personas que intervienen, teme que de
algiin modo su propuesta se haga confusa a miradas
superficiales: “El otro dia un amigo me llamé y me decia que la
gente piensa que me he vuelto activista o ecologista. Creo que
para algunos la falta de repeticién o continuidad resulta
perturbadora”. Tirar del hilo de las etiquetas no va mucho con la
artista, algan titular en prensa calificindola de ecofeminista la ha
puesto en guardia con las etiquetas. “El 1 de abril, cuando acabe,
me gustaria invitar a todo el mundo y que hagan preguntas sobre
qué ha pasado realmente en la torre durante estos dias. Asf se
crean los mitos. Después de un tiempo haciendo un trabajo muy
fisico en distintas obras con materiales muy pesados, fisica o
histéricamente no podia lidiar mas con objetos. Quise crear una
idea en la que pudiéramos vivir y pienso que esta es una de las
pocas instituciones en el mundo, de este tamafio, donde generar
esta conversacion es posible. Cada dia el espacio cambia y es una
cuestion muy profunda’”.

Ramon Ayala
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El momento en que Lydia Ourahmane —que ha expuesto en la
Fundacién Louis Vuitton de Paris, el Kunsthalle de Basilea o la
Bienal de Sdo Paulo— empieza a ser la artista que conocemos
data de su dltimo afio en la escuela Goldsmiths, en la Universidad
de Londres. “No encontré mi voz hasta que empecé a escribir mi
tesis sobre la inmigracién ilegal proveniente de Argelia a Espaiia.
Conocia a mucha gente que estaba embarcada en hacer ese viaje:
amigos, primos. Me vino a la cabeza una imagen, un barril de
petréleo de la inica compafiia local de combustible que hay alli.
Queria llevar unos barriles a Europa para que formaran parte de
una instalacién sonora y que hiciesen el mismo trayecto que los
migrantes porque es una compaflia que nunca ha salido del pais
como marca”.

Videoinstalacion presentada en Nueva York Tassili, 2022.
CHARLES BENTON

Tras el planteamiento inicial, el proceso de un modo organico
empez6 a tomar otro rumbo. “Se convirtié en un mamut. Porque
(sabes? Era ilegal exportar arte. Argelia implementé una ley en
1962, cuando gand la independencia de Francia, para evitar el
expolio de patrimonio mientras los franceses se retiraban. Y esa
ley me impedia sacar 20 barriles de petréleo del pais. Con la
agencia de transporte ideamos estrategias como no declarar una
intencién artistica, sino una mudanza. Pero detectaban que no
eran muebles ni ttiles domésticos. ;Como definir un barril de
petréleo como algo doméstico? Son adornos. ;/Si son adornos qué
valor tienen? No hay valor cuantificable, es solo sentimental...

Ramon Ayala
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Cada dia la burocracia salia con algo. Luego los declaramos como
instrumentos musicales... Recopilé 934 documentos al respecto
necesarios para trasladar los barriles a Reino Unido. Y fue la
primera obra de arte en viajar fuera del pais desde 1962. El
proceso movilizé a cientos de personas. Fue un retrato, una
documentacién de cémo vivimos en la sociedad contemporanea.
La burocracia no era una herramienta, sino una consecuencia del
dolor de los demas”.

Detalle de la instalacion 'Barzakh' de la Kunsthalle Basel, 2021.
KUNSTHALLE BASEL

Ramon Ayala
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Minutos antes de la charla, de pie, en medio de la torre, contaba
que los retratados de la intervencién fotografica de la activista
Maria Riot sobre el trabajo sexual nunca habian pisado no solo el
Macba, en su mismo barrio, ni siquiera un museo. Ante la duda
de si hay que ser 1til, responde: “La pregunta que sigue es ;para
quién? ;Es para sentirse til o serlo de verdad?”. La practica
artistica de Ourahmane, que abre paso a través de preguntas al
aire y conversaciones amables, es una mano abierta donde cabe
todo lo que pueda seguir al gesto gentil de invitacién al didlogo.
“Dénde estamos ahora en la historia de la humanidad? ;Cual es
este lugar, Barcelona, que he elegido como mi hogar desde hace
dos afios? Este proyecto fue como si yo intentara buscar una
conexion y solidaridad similares”. La artista estd presente en la
gestualidad de la conceptualizacidén que mira al otro como sujeto
igual. Un arte sin élite e igualmente sanador. “La belleza es hacer
algo que le importe al otro”.

Ramon Ayala

Lydia Ourahmane: “No encontré mi voz hasta que empecé a escribir mi tesis sobre la inmigracion ilegal proveniente de Argelia a Esparia”
El Pais, March 30, 2024.

https://urls.fr/-r93F5




GALERIE
CHANTAL CROUSEL

FRIEZE

Lydia Ourahmane Journeys Into a Contested Corner of the
Sahara

The Algerian-born artist considers the geopolitical demons and prehistoric paintings of the Tassili n'Ajjer in her first
exhibition in the country of her birth

Tassili (2022) is Lydia’s Ourahmane’s mesmerizing high-definition filmic portrait of Tassili n'Ajjer, a landscape
of towering sandstone columns and arches wrought by erosion in the southeastern corner of the Algerian
Sahara. The UNESCO site, which covers an area roughly the size of Ireland, is home to more than 15,000
prehistoric cave paintings and engravings. Tassili follows these agile silhouettes of human forms as they dart
across the rock face in pursuit of large game. So elegant and enigmatic were these paintings that upon

‘discovering the site in 1956, French ethnologist Henri Lhote claimed that they were evidence of alien contact.

Ourahmane was born in Saida, Algeria in 1992 and emigrated to London with her family at the age of 9. After
graduating with a BA in Fine Art from Goldsmiths, University of London, she moved back to Algeria in 2018,
settling in Algiers and establishing herself in its burgeoning art scene. Making connections has been
fundamental to Ourahmane’s work for the last five years, particularly those established with the circle around
rthizome, the most internationally active contemporary art space in Algiers. The co-founder of thizome, Khaled
Bouzidi, coordinated the 16-person production team that traveled into the Sahara for Tassili. After showing the
work at the Sculpture Center in New York in 2022, and in Paris and Toronto, thizome presented Tassili in
Algiers at Les Ateliers Sauvage in March, the first exhibition of Ourahmane’s work in the country of her

birth. Tasilli is now on view in Tunis at B7L9 Art Station.

Natasha Marie Llorens

Lydia Ourahmane Journeys Into a Contested Corner of the Sahara
Frieze, April 4, 2023.
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Lydia Ourahmane, ‘Tassili’, 2023, exhibition view, Les Ateliers Sauvage, Algiers.
Courtesy: the artist and rhizome, Algiers

As Ourahmane explained to me in the days before the opening, the process of making Tassili relied on a man
named Ahmed Hamid. Hamid, who is Tuareg — one of the many non-Arab ethnic groups that make up Algerian
society — was the film party’s lead guide through the desert in February 2022. Born on the Tassili n’Ajjer
plateau, Hamid lived in the region until the 1980s, when the Algerian government began a campaign among the
nomadic people of the Sahara, pressuring them to adopt sedentarism — the practice of living in a permanent

settlement.

The movement of people is a major point of contention in Algeria and has been the conceptual focus for several
of Ourahmane’s projects. For her graduation show, The Third Choir (2014), she had Algerian law amended
through a laborious bureaucratic process to permit the export of 20 empty oil barrels: having been designated
as an artwork, they fell under export restrictions established in 1962. Part of a sound installation using
Samsung phones, the barrels are a symbolic representation of the nation’s largest unofficial export, the
thousands of young Algerians who risk their lives at sea to make undocumented crossings to Europe. Projects
such as this and 'Barzakh' (2021), where the artist had the contents of her apartment in Algiers shipped and
displayed at Kunsthalle Basel, then to Marseille and Ghent, displace objects imbued with dense, symbolic value
in a way that both magnifies and questions that value. In Tassili, she displaces a highly charged geological site

onto the screen, a move that grants (visual) access to its contested space.

Natasha Marie Llorens
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Lydia Ourahmane during the install of 'Barzakh, Kunsthalle Basel, 2021.
Courtesy: Kunsthalle Basel; photo: Dominik Asche

The installation also raises questions about Ourahmane’s position on the margins of the Algerian artistic
diaspora and what it means to constantly rearticulate one’s sense of belonging in a place one has been forced to
leave. Despite her relative privilege as a member of the diaspora, Ourahmane knows this feeling. Her family was
active in Algeria’s marginalized Christian community and left for the UK, under duress, in the 1990s. In Algeria,
religions other than Islam are discouraged by the government, and proselytizing is illegal. Hamid too has been
displaced. Returning as a tour guide to what was once Tuareg territory, his route charts the film’s spatial
choreography, making Tassili a visual rearticulation of his home. ‘The guides directed this film,’ Ourahmane
told me. This impression is underscored by her decision to withhold narration. Instead, the images are

accompanied by a four-part musical score composed by Nicolds Jaar, felicita, Yawning Portal and Sega Bodega.

Natasha Marie Llorens
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Lydia Ourahmane, ‘Tassili,, 2023, exhibition view, Les Ateliers Sauvage, Algiers
Courtesy: the artist and rhizome, Algiers

Lydia Ourahmane, ‘Tassili’, 2023, exhibition view, Les Ateliers Sauvage, Algiers
Courtesy: the artist and rhizome, Algiers

I asked Ourahmane to speak about the impact she anticipates from showing Tassili in Algiers: Tm really glad
that Ahmed could come see it,’ she replied. ‘His is the only opinion that really matters to me, frankly.’” She told
me that Hamid had asked, ‘why didn’t you use our music? To which she replied that she didn’t want to engage
in ethnography, or approach the site using anthropological language. ‘I wanted to see how music could
rearticulate a topic in a language outside of the image’s terms.’ For Ourahmane, Hamid’s question reflects the
popular belief that sound belongs to the body from which it emanates, which in turn reflects a territorial
concept of belonging. ‘With electronic music,’ she explained, ‘you understand that these sounds were not
generated through lived experience.’ The music comes from beyond the physical realm. Hamid, thoughtful,
responded: Yes, the images are released from themselves, the site; they could be anywhere. The music liberates

the images.’

Natasha Marie Llorens
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Installation view, Lydia Ourahmane, 'Barzakh', Kunsthalle Basel, 2021. Courtesy: the
artist and Kunsthalle Basel; photo: Philipp Hanger

But what happens to 6,000-year-old cave paintings when they are loosened from overlapping narratives?
UNESCO values Tassili n’Ajjer for its geological interest and as a site of prehistoric art; in Tuareg mythology the
caves harbour demons; while for the Algerian government, the whole plateau is part of an established
smuggling route. Who are these images for if they are untethered from site-specificity and from ideologically
motivated reproduction? For Ourahmane, the answers lie in an idea that animates all of her work: her practice
makes space for belief, asking viewers to suspend their preconceptions — built on received narratives — in order

to experience something that defies rational explanation.

Natasha Marie Llorens
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ARTFORUM

A LANGUAGE OF ONE’S OWN

Negar Azimi on the art of Lydia Ourahmane

Lydia Ourahmane, Finitude, 2018, ash, chalk, steel, inductor base stereo system. Installation view, New
Museum, New York. From the 2018 Triennial. Photo: Maris Hutchinson/EPW Studio.

I HAD HEARD about Lydia Ourahmane long before setting out to write
about her curiously affecting art, had heard about her improbable backstory
as the child of an Algerian father and a Malaysian Chinese mother who had
fallen in love at a school for evangelical Christians in the UK. I'd seen images
of her work, too—invitingly minimalist installations perfumed by mystery,
chaos, and accident. Our wide-ranging conversations began in the
pandemic’s second year, and before long I had grown accustomed to the
artist’s elliptical, zigzag patter. The vibe was both history lesson and séance,

a seamless braiding of personal history and politics.

Here are some things I learned over the course of our phone calls,
paraphrased from my scribbled notes. Psychogeography (the term for a
signature concept popularized by the Situationists in 1950s Paris) was

actually the coinage of an illiterate man from the Kabyle region of Algeria.

Negar Azimi

A Language of One's Own
Artforum, Summer, 2022.
https://urls.fr/w-m2Za
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The evangelical Christian movement in 1980s Algeria began with an injured
football player’s miraculous healing. Ourahmane, who frequently speaks of
“energies,” has had a facsimile of an ancient warrior girl tattooed on one arm
and a gold tooth permanently drilled into her mouth. She has a keen interest
in glossolalia, the ecstatic experience of speaking in tongues, though she has
not, as yet, had the pleasure. She does not regret her decision, back in the
day, to inform her classmates at her new school in London that she’d had a

previous life as a child pop star.

To be clear, the pop-star story is apocryphal. Ourahmane was nine years old
when her family emigrated from Oran, a gloriously decaying Algerian port
city wholly obscure to her British peers. Born in 1992, near the beginning of
her country’s decade-long civil war—a conflict that pitted an authoritarian
military government against Islamist guerrillas—Ourahmane spent her
childhood in a series of safe houses that her parents, members of Algeria’s
persecuted Christian minority, founded and ran. She got used to living
alongside perfect strangers. Communal spaces served as rudimentary sets
for underground Christian TV and radio broadcasts and ad hoc puppet
shows based on Bible tales. Nothing about this decidedly unusual childhood
prepared Ourahmane for life at an English middle school. “I was never able
to connect my own experience to anyone else’s,” she says. “I had this feeling
that I was always treading water, that I had to renegotiate the terms with
every move.” Her fictitious pop stardom was an act of self-fashioning. “At

some point,” she says, “you start writing your own language.”

Lydia Ourahmane, In the Absence of our Mothers (detail), 2015-18, X-ray, text, two 4.45¢ 18-karat gold teeth.
Installation view, Chisenhale Gallery, London, 2018. Photo: Andy Keate.

Lydia Ourahmane, 21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaid (details), 2021, mixed media. Installation views,
Kunsthalle Basel. Photo: Philipp Hanger.

Negar Azimi

A Language of One's Own
Artforum, Summer, 2022.
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A language of one’s own: That’s one way of evoking a multifarious art
practice that eludes tidy summary. A typical Ourahmane exhibition is sparse,
a psychic ecosystem characterized by the subtle deployment of light and
sound, a smattering of talismanic objects that provide few clues as to their
origins but end up being vehicles for smuggling in larger histories, many of
them connected to Algeria’s colonial past and illiberal present. Often the
work is haunted by its own imminent obsolescence; Finitude, a wall made of
ash and chalk crammed into a narrow alcove at the New Museum during its
2018 triennial, crumbled to dust over the course of the exhibition, a process
hastened by periodic sonic vibrations. At the entrance to her 2018 show at
London’s Chisenhale Gallery, Ourahmane treated two large silver doors with
black sulfur, which rubbed away in dribs and drabs as grasping hands made
contact each day. For an exhibition at the Renaissance Society in Chicago
this past winter, after several failed attempts to FedEx mud from the banks
of the Nile—an act forbidden by Egyptian law—she and her occasional
collaborator Alex Ayed ended up transporting bootleg bottles of river water,
which evaporated over time. It could be said that Ourahmane’s predilection
for the ephemeral is an echo of her early years in clandestine contexts amid
the scourge of civil war, when she was painfully aware that at any moment
she might have to pack up, move on. “I wake up every morning thinking this
could be the last day of my life,” she says.

THERE IS ONE Ourahmane artwork that squeezed my heart when I first
read about it four years ago. In the Absence of our Mothers, 2015—-18, hinges
on two narratives of escape separated by some seventy years. The earlier
involves the artist’s grandfather Tayeb Ourahmane, a skilled sniper who
spent more than a decade in grudging service to the French Algerian Army.
Upon learning, after the outbreak of World War II, that he was to be sent to
fight on the eastern front, he decided he wanted out. Mindful that the
disabled were exempt from service, he proceeded to have every one of his
teeth extracted in a single day. Underscoring the madness of the gesture,
Tayeb Ourahmane used no anesthetic. He would go on to lend his military
expertise to the cause of the anticolonial FLN (Front de Libération

Nationale).

Ourahmane had this kernel of family lore in the back of her mind when, one

day in an Oran market, she encountered a boy keen to sell her a gold chain.

Negar Azimi

A Language of One's Own
Artforum, Summer, 2022.
https://urls.fr/w-m2Za
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She questioned him about its provenance. It was his mother’s, he said, and it
could be hers for the sum of three hundred euros—the going rate, as it
happened, for smuggling one person across the Mediterranean to southern
Spain. Ourahmane was no stranger to this desperate traffic. She knew people
who were saving up to make the trip, knew people who had tried it. Some
had failed; some had paid with their lives. Ourahmane couldn’t help but
imagine that the boy was planning to use the proceeds to book his own

passage. She bought the chain.

One day, recalling the story of her grandfather’s defiant automutilation, she
decided to have the chain melted down and fashioned into a pair of gold
teeth, one of which now resides in the back of her mouth. The other tooth
became the centerpiece of her Chisenhale show, jutting out from a white wall
like an ancient rock formation in miniature. Presented alongside it were her
grandfather’s identity card and other bureaucratic ephemera. As a
metaphysical transaction and a distillation of metaphor into form, the
golden tooth represented a double gesture: both an homage to her
grandfather’s Dada-esque act of refusal and an acknowledgment of the
failures of the state he fought to bring into being, where today the indignities
of everyday life compel so many hopeful young people to fling themselves
toward the cold heart of the metropole.

(49

A typical Ourahmane exhibition is sparse, a
psychic ecosystem characterized by the subtle
deployment of light and sound, a smattering of

talismanic objects that end up being vehicles for
smuggling in larger histories.

In the Absence of our Mothers built on earlier works by the artist that
consider the ways in which colonialism imprints itself on human bodies—
how it sets out to conscript, categorize, control. And while Algerian
independence was achieved in 1962 after an eight-year guerrilla war,

Ourahmane suggests that those imprints have never really disappeared.

Negar Azimi

A Language of One's Own
Artforum, Summer, 2022.
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If at the core of every colonial regime is a violent separation between settler and
native, colonizer and colonized, colonialism’s successor states continue to
reproduce the sins of the fathers. There are any number of theoreticians of

this postcolonial paradox—Mahmood Mamdani and V. S. Naipaul among
them—but it should be said that Ourahmane’s quietly inspiriting art blooms

in the cracks and crevices of the postcolony, amid the psychic and emotional
debris, the ineffable hum of melancholy, defeat, and, despite everything,

hope.

Lydia Ourahmane, The Third Choir, 2014, twenty Naftal oil barrels imported from Algeria, CZ-5HE radio
transmitter, twenty Samsung E2121B cell phones, audio, 33 12" x 9’ 10 18" x 16’ 4 7/8".

For The Third Choir, 2014, which she made while still an undergraduate at
Goldsmiths, Ourahmane arranged for the migration of twenty empty oil
barrels from Algeria to London—a miracle of bureaucratic wrangling and,
notably, the first artwork to be legally exported from Algeria since the
country’s independence. The barrels were arrayed in a diamond shape in the
gallery, each containing a cell phone that broadcast an ambient sound piece
using a radio transmitter. Alongside the installation, a tsunami of documents
inventoried the herculean efforts that had gone into the shipment, from
ardent exhortations and groveling supplications to endless customs forms. It
could be said that the rusty containers stood in for the bodies of all the
people who could only dream of making the same journey. On this as on
other occasions, Ourahmane’s determined negotiations with and against a

parodically opaque bureaucracy constituted a choreographic work in itself.

Negar Azimi

A Language of One's Own
Artforum, Summer, 2022.
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Another early work explores immigration in a more affective register. The
video HARAGA (The Burning), 2014, features a grainy clip of young
Algerian men crammed onto a precarious skiff moving toward Spanish
waters. You can find still images on Ourahmane’s website: a moment of pure
jubilation, the ecstasy of success written on exhausted faces. “Brothers, we
are in their waters!” exclaims one of the boys. “I wanted people to feel what I
had felt when I saw that clip, the way it cut me up,” she told me. Haraga is
Algerian Arabic for “those who burn,” a reference to migrants who incinerate
their passports before embarking. That all but one of the boys ended up
being sent back to Algeria heightens the work’s considerable pathos.
HARAGA (The Burning) was shown as part of Bloomberg New
Contemporaries, a coveted showcase for young British artists, the year it was
made. Ourahmane’s contribution was a tiny placard inviting viewers to log in
to a wobbly Wi-Fi network hosting a bespoke website on which only a few
people at a time could watch the video. Most walked on by. That didn’t
bother Ourahmane, who had opted to elide the mass-mediated quality so
prevalent in representations of migrants. Making it difficult to see—making

the seeing itself intimate—was the point.

brothers. we are in their waters!

Lydia Ourahmane, HARAGA (The Burning), 2014, wireless video transmission, color, sound, 3 minutes 37
seconds.
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WHEN I FIRST started speaking to Ourahmane, she had just finished
making arrangements to ship the entire contents of her Algiers apartment to
the humdrum Swiss town of Basel. She had been living in Algeria’s seaside
capital when the pandemic struck. Like many of her compatriots, she wilted
under the weight of the country’s onerous Covid regulations,
opportunistically exaggerated to stifle antigovernment protests. In the
summer of 2020, she left the country for Europe, thinking she would be back
shortly, never imagining that Algeria’s borders would be sealed for nearly a
year and that she wouldn’t be able to return. It was in that interminable
window that plans for her upcoming exhibition at Kunsthalle Basel took
shape. In Arabic, Barzakh, the name she gave to the Basel project, evokes a
state of betweenness or limbo, but it carries other connotations, too: a thin
strip of land connecting two seas; a refuge; a place where the spirit awaits

judgment for earthly deeds.

Ourahmane spent two and a half months working closely with friends in
Algiers, calling in every possible favor to ensure the meticulous migration of
every last thing to Basel: books, bric-a-brac, clothes, photos, diaries,
furniture. But the contents of the apartment were not hers alone.
Ourahmane had had a difficult time finding a landlord willing to rent to an
unmarried, which is to say unchaste, woman; her French-built fin de siécle
apartment was the thirty-fourth flat she had seen when searching for a home
in Algiers. The previous owner, since deceased, had lived in Germany before
Algerian independence, and the stuff of her life was everywhere. Ourahmane
inherited the woman’s cumbersome mahogany furniture, her handkerchiefs
and sheets, a generic oil painting of an Alpine landscape. She never dreamed
of disposing of them, but rather resolved to accommodate the spirit of her

predecessor. “It was like having a roommate,” she says, with a degree of

seriousness that rattles me.

View of “Lydia Ourahmane: Barzakh,” 2021, Kunsthalle Basel. Photo: Philipp Hanger.
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View of “Lydia Ourahmane: Barzakh,” 2021, Kunsthalle Basel. Photo: Philipp Hanger.

In Basel, the motley assemblage was spread out across three rooms, a little
like items at an estate sale. At the heart of the exhibition was the apartment’s
front door, or rather doors: the original wooden one from 1901 as well as a
metal one, with nine heavy-duty locks that had been added during the civil
war in the 1990s. Set slightly ajar, the doors made for a stirring sculpture, a
palimpsest of histories. “Barzakh” pointed to the many complexities—
emotional, political—of “home.” Walking through the installation, sitting on
the couch, peering into Ourahmane’s closet, reading from her private
notebooks, one had the sensation of communing with ghosts.
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But not all ghosts are friendly. At the entrance to the exhibition, a sign
proclaimed WARNING: THIS AREA IS UNDER 24HR SURVEILLANCE. A
series of amorphous blown-glass sculptures arrayed throughout the galleries
contained microphones that captured ambient sounds. Some of the noises
were redistributed through invisible speakers. Phone numbers posted on the
kunsthalle’s website permitted anyone to listen remotely. Ourahmane called
the listening devices “witnesses with no history.” Elsewhere, laser beams
shot across two rooms, evoking high-end security systems; as people passed
through them, their bodies, for a brief moment, interrupted the sonic
transmissions in progress. This insistence on viewers’ being physically
implicated in her work, entangled in a dense mesh of sensuous qua political
associations, is an integral element of Ourahmane’s practice. Which is to say
she disdains the possibility of a disembodied spectator, a detached onlooker.

49

Ourahmane’s quietly inspiriting art blooms in the
cracks and crevices of the postcolony, amid the
psychic and emotional debris, the ineffable hum
of melancholy, defeat, and, despite everything,
hope.

Tear catcher from the collection of Lydia Ourahmane, ca. 400 B.C., blown glass. Inst
Amsterdam, 2021. Photo: Jimena Gabriella Gauna.
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WHILE OURAHMANE has addressed her own history in this and other
exhibitions, there is one subject she long steered clear of: her parents’ work
in the Christian underground. As a child, she fabricated stories about what
they did for a living. As she grew older, she avoided the subject altogether,
mindful of the awkward connotations of “missionary work,” fearful of
trivializing her mother and father’s sacrifices. Fearful, too, of drawing
attention, as their work remains dangerous. And yet something shifted last
year. Ourahmane began to worry that her parents’ legacy might be lost. She
channeled this feeling into Survival in the afterlife, 2021—22, an immersive
installation hinging on archives of the various communities her parents have
shepherded since the late 1980s. In an exhibition at Frankfurt’s Portikus, a
carefully curated selection of photographs showed people swimming,
sharing food, praying—moments of communion and solidarity. On one wall,
Ourahmane hung a “tear catcher,” an antique implement (found on eBay)
for measuring the duration of grief, a silent sentinel to loss and an evocation

of empathy.

The day after the Portikus opening, Ourahmane took me on a tour of the
show via FaceTime. We lingered in the upstairs space, a large, gym-like
expanse, suffused with red light, that felt like a womb. Handwoven pillows
made by the artist and friends were scattered amid colorful floor mats, an
invitation to lie down and become mindful of the membrane between the
sacred and the profane. An incantatory soundtrack by the collective Yawning
Portal, described as “music to levitate to,” permeated the space. Ourahmane
has spoken of sound as an equalizer, a medium that transcends the awkward
barrier of language, and even through our fitful connection, the soundtrack’s
mystical beat went straight to the gut. A friend described the experience of
lying down and listening in the company of others as the closest thing

they’ve had to an ecstatic religious experience.

MY LAST CONVERSATION with Ourahmane transpired this past winter,
as she returned from what she had come to refer to as “the abyss.” Ata
conference in Delphi three years ago, the artist Sophia Al Maria had passed
her a note with the message “Take me to Tassili” written backward,
Leonardo da Vinci style. Tassili n’Ajjer is a remote plateau in the Sahara near
the borders of Libya, Niger, and Malj, filled with cave paintings, some dating
back to 6000 BCE. Notoriously inhospitable, Tassili invites myth, having
resisted conquest over the millennia. The expanse was once known for its
salt trade—its trade in humans, too. Today, it is home to Tuareg nomads as
well as smugglers of arms and other booty. Ourahmane was ensorcelled by

the thought of traveling there.
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View of “Lydia Ourahmane: Survival in the afterlife,” 2021-22, Portikus, Frankfurt. Photo: lan Waelder.

She made a short trip a few months later, a sort of reconnaissance mission.
One outgrowth of that journey was an exhibition at San Francisco’s CCA
Wattis Institute for Contemporary Arts, which opened the first week of
February 2020. The show’s title, “Solar Cry,” was drawn from a short text by
Georges Bataille that describes the sun as the most abstract of objects,
impossible to see directly—its combustible visage liable to strike its viewers
blind or mad. Even by Ourahmane’s standards, the show was enigmatic: A
wall text announced the artist’s intention to explore how faith can be

registered on the body. (In this way, it felt like a prelude to Survival in the
afterlife.)

Throughout the Wattis space, which was bathed in blue (the color of “the
invisible becoming visible,” per Yves Klein), occult instruments played their
part. A recording of an opera singer straining to hold a single note for sixty
minutes combined unevenly with a recording of the same woman holding a
slightly different note, her voice in both tracks cracking with exhaustion,
conjuring the human desire to transcend bodily limits. The discordant buzz
of a tattoo gun resounded from a video projection of the artist acquiring the
tattoo of the warrior girl. A field recording of the immense silence she had
experienced in the desert could be “heard” by pressing one’s body against a
wall in which the recording had been embedded; inaudible vibrations were
palpable, if barely. Nearly seven pounds of salt crystals were scattered on the
cement floor, transforming the footsteps of audience members into irregular

percussion.
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Lydia Ourahmane, 3kgs salt, 2020, crystal salt. Installation view, Wattis Institute for Contemporary Arts, San
Francisco. Photo: Impart Photography.

(49

If Ourahmane’s previous works have staged
“highly controlled” explorations of serendipity and
circumstance, Tassili represents her ambition to
let go—to embrace a place at the edge of
comprehension.

i - S .
Lydia Ourahmane, Tassili, 2022, 4K video, 16 mm transferred to video, digital animation, color, sound, 46
minutes 12 seconds.
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Ourahmane fantasized about going back to Tassili to make a film. This past
February, she and twelve collaborators set out with a sheaf of permits and
fifteen donkeys. Al Maria, who was unable to attend, was represented by a
rock that Ourahmane had given to her after her first visit. She realized that
she had to return this object, she told me, to respect this geography, “which
French archaeologists and so many others had been pilfering for years.” She
wasn’t yet sure where the work was going, but she knew that she wanted to
communicate the experience of the place “on its own terms,” to convey its
boundlessness and infinitude, where one is stripped of the protective
carapace of modern life. In the desert, she says, “you’re just a body under the
beating sun.” She found inspiration in the work of Ibrahim al-Koni, the
Libyan writer, who has described the desert as “an oasis for contemplation,
because it is the isthmus between total freedom and existence, between
death and life.” The resulting film, presented at New York’s SculptureCenter,
is overpowering, a hallucinogenic environment of stone, sand, and sky that
fascinates and perplexes in equal measure. An exquisite corpse of scores—
Ourahmane has given four different composers free rein—amplifies the
work’s transportive powers; each segment feels like a universe of its own. If
Ourahmane’s previous works have staged, in her own words, “highly
controlled” explorations of serendipity and circumstance, Tassili represents
her ambition to let go—to embrace a place at the edge of comprehension.
Like the plateau itself, which has perennially resisted incorporation into any
empire, the film evokes an unassimilated and perhaps unassimilable quality.
“I feel hesitant to use the word,” she confessed to me one day, “but every
moment in that desert feels like a miracle.”
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CURA.

Lydia Ourahmane

Laws of Confusion, i tion vi i i the Uni ity of Chicago, 2021

As | write, Lydia Ourahmane begins the seventh day of a two-week pilgrimage through the desert in the far
southeastern corner of Algeria, the country where she was born in 1992 and whose compounding histories
of colonial occupation, hard-won liberation, radical anti-imperialism, and subsequent civil war often serve
as abackdrop for her art. At present she is traveling by foot with a group of collaborators in Tassili n’Ajjer, a
plateau of caves layered with petroglyphs etched into or painted onto stone over the last 8,000 years, to
make a film for her upcoming solo exhibition at SculptureCenter in New York. Ourahmane describes her
trip as treading along the threshold between the living and the long dead; between the present and the
waves of social and ecological transformation of time immemorial. Simultaneously she wades into a space
that was opportunistically “discovered” by French explorers in the 1950s and has since remained under
tight bureaucratic control. Today access to this place is typically restricted only to Algerian citizens, a form
of protection from international speculation and extraction, but also serves as a traverse for those aiming
to cross the continent undetected.

The sum of the last eight years of Ourahmane’s work is a “dogged pursuit of the eternal,” as aptly described
by writer Fanny Singer in a review of Ourahmane’s 2020 exhibition at CCA Wattis in San Francisco. In that
exhibition, two sound works—one arecording of an operatic voice singing two dissonant notes ad
infinitum, one a metal detector screaming for a hidden prize—obliquely rehearsed and re-presented the
haunting, half-human drone of Tassili WAjjer, a kind of bodily tenor perceptible only in silence. Ourahmane’s
work has often amplified the harsh buzz of feedback, intercepted fragments of audio, or transmitted other
acoustic anomalies through gallery spaces to make a metaphysical dimension of the networked air around
us more palpable, positioning listeners both as mediums catching messages from beyond and as subjects
of surveillance, eavesdropped by an omniscient other.

Kyle Dancewicz

Lydia Ourahmane
CURA., 2022.
https://urls.fr/30zFEc




GALERIE
CHANTAL CROUSEL

Laws of Confusion, installation views, Renaissance Society at the University Laws of Confusion, installation views, Renaissance Society at the University
of Chicago, 2021 of Chicago, 2021

From within such heightened spiritual environments Ourahmane’s affecting work has entertained both fate
and its fallout. It goads on the inevitable and meets its complexities, treating the chance of one’s own
experience not as an end but as a beginning, and art as a method to draw toward and away from the self at
the same time. For Barzakh, a recent solo exhibition at Triangle-Asterides, Marseille, and Kunsthalle Basel,
Ourahmane began at home—or at the apartment that fortune finally led her to rent in Oran, Algeria, on her
thirty-fourth attempt, shortly after moving there from London in 2018. The colonial-era apartment’s prior
resident, a divorced Algerian woman, had died shortly before Ourahmane arrived, but left behind the
furnishings of a bourgeois European life exported from the German home she had shared with her ex-
husband. To this array of wood-paneled armoires and upholstered dining room chairs Ourahmane added
her own books, clothing, and everything else—each day living in parallel and overlapping with the material
presence of another woman who had returned to Algeria from Europe alone. All of this was shut behind a
newer metal door, installed during the “black decade” of Algeria’s Civil War in the 1990s, during which
Ourahmane’s family departed for Spain and the United Kingdom. For her exhibitions, Ourahmane
transported the entire contents of this apartment to France and Switzerland (door included), where
visitors sifted through all of her belongings, inviting an estranged intimacy as well as wonder at the chance
collision of these two lives and what they might represent together, paired across time and now across
blankets, couch cushions, and appliances.

Solar Cry, i ion view, CCA' i i SanF i 20:

Kyle Dancewicz
Lydia Ourahmane
CURA.,, 2022.
https://urls.fr/30zFEc
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Laws of Confusion, installation views, Renai Society at the University Portrait by Lydia Ourahmane

of Chicago, 2021

Of course, the idea of fate becomes more complicated under the controlling influence of state power. The
labor evident in Ourahmane’s working methods implicitly questions how much of what feels “inevitable” is
actually historically, socially, and politically determined. Laws of Confusion, her recent two-person show
with collaborator Alex Ayed at the Renaissance Society, Chicago, included a suite of enigmatic objects (a
spindly glass sculpture holding water from the Nile, a pair of long, heavy-duty rubber gloves standing
upright and reaching toward the ceiling, and others) and installation effects that stood as evidence of a
series of frustrated attempts to circumvent various regulatory structures, and, perhaps, to set aliberatory
goal for art as a means to live and operate more freely, prying open the cracks in rules, treaties, or borders.

Nailing “above board” to “below board” in order to achieve a fuller investigation of volatile materials,
conditions, and histories underpins Ourahmane’s art. Her interest and belief in these official/unofficial
ways of working are apparent in works like The Third Choir Archives (2014), catalogued by the artist as 934
“emails, phone calls, proposals, authorizations, applications, [and] customs clearance” that allowed 7%e
Third Choir, a work consisting of twenty oil barrels, to travel from Algeria to the United Kingdom. This
passage marked the first time an artwork had legally left Algeria since 1962 and instigated an amendment
to the country’s export laws. Alongside 7/e Third Choir Archives’ nod to the paperwork and performance of
bureaucracy, though, Ourahmane’s methods also constitute a form of independent narrative-building,
marshaling chance circumstances into order as parables, sagas, and epics assembled in spite of the
overwhelming alienation and distraction of today’s informational sublime. “Today, time lacks a solid
structure,” Byung-Chul Han writes in his recent polemic 7/e Disappearance of Rituals. “Itis not a house but
an erratic stream. It disintegrates into a mere sequence of point-like presences; it rushes off. There is
nothing to provide time with any /0/d. Time that rushes off is not iabitable.” Ourahmane’s art houses time in
days spent crossing the desert, in notes held for hours, and, of course, in arented apartment—all stones for
the stream.

Kyle Dancewicz

Lydia Ourahmane
CURA.,, 2022.
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e-flux

“Spacemaking and Soul Delay”

Lydia Ourahmane and The Great God of Sefar, Tassili n’Ajjer, 2021. Photo by Lydia Ourahmane.

It's been over a month since | went to Amsterdam to see Lydia Ourahmane's “Survival
in the afterlife” at de Appel, and | am still feeling the effects. On arrival, | felt a sense of
having come to a place of safety after having been far from home for a long time. It
was very, well, healing. The show’s starting point is the spiritual commune
Ourahmane's parents founded during the civil war in Algeria (1991-2002), so perhaps
the feeling of peace that washed over me is no coincidence.

Ourahmane's research-driven practice, which often involves sound and installation,
explores questions of borders, migration, colonialism, and spirituality. The curved Aula
at de Appel felt full-sail with the breath of more people than I'd been around in over a
year. Shadows shifted over a vast raft of pattern-clashing mattresses that sprawled
across the floor. The ambient incantation Notice the direction of fires (2021),
composed by Ourahmane and collaborators Yawning Portal, was calming. Hie Tee,
Lydia’s mother, sang soothingly over the speakers: “my peace, my peace, | give unto
you.” | went to smoke, where Hie Tee talked to me about the importance of never
turning away anyone who is in need and advised me not to smoke. These were good
pieces of advice. | hope to take both someday.

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
https://urls.fr/mGXX5D
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In a basement cell filled with photographs and videos produced alongside the House
of Hope Christian commune, in which Ourahmane grew up, the artist’s sister Sarah
was correcting typos in her ring-bound dissertation, also titled Survival in the Afterlife.
In the kitchen, | found Lydia perched on a stool stirring a cauldron that was far too big
for the tiny camper stove it was balanced on. “We have to feed 150 people with these,”
she said. | asked: “Is that enough?” “There is always enough,” Lydia answered.

— Sophia Al-Maria

Sophia Al-Maria: Lydia, you and | met in Delphi in the spring of 2019 at a Mophradat
conference for Arab and African artists called Accomplices. About two days in | found
out you were living in Algiers. And at the time | wanted to make a pilgrimage to the
rock paintings at Tassili n'Ajjer. | passed you a note with a Bic pen drawing from the
caves, and a wish...

Lydia Ourahmane: “Take me to Tassili” written backwards, in true Da Vinci code.

SAM: Yes—and you almost did. One thing | have learned about you is that you love a
mission. | feel that a lot of your practice is integrated with chance encounters with
people, and I'm curious about how the work springs from that. For example, can you
share a little about the trek you took, which followed on from that note?

LO: It was September 2019, and | had become obsessed with Tassili's Neolithic cave
paintings ever since you passed me that note at the Oracle. Something about that
week and that place made everything feel prophetic, and so | carried that note very
seriously. | began digging. | went to the library at the Ecole supérieure des beaux-arts
in Algiers, where I'd heard that an old professor used to write papers on the ancient
cave paintings. While | was reading late one night, a friend sent me an unreleased
album titled cave paintings, which felt like another sign.

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
https://urls.fr/mGXX5D
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| was eventually put in touch with Yasmine, a dear friend of a dear friend, who had just
returned from a year’s hiatus travelling in South Asia. She came to my apartment late
one afternoon, she had had trouble parking, it was a Friday, and the streets were filled
with police. | made Genmaicha and a spread of fruits and energy biscuits. Yasmine
told me about her own mission to Tassili n'Ajjer two years before with a group of
anthropologists and researchers. Half an hour into her explanation, | was hooked. |
began writing a film in my head. | use this trope to mentally prepare for any sort of
creative immersion, even though a film has never been made, yet.

The trip | took a couple of months later became a recce, in my mind, for when you and
| would eventually make that pilgrimage together. In the time that's elapsed, the
journey continues to write itself. We have wind that the trek will eventually happen in
early 2022. The military have agreed to let us mount the plateau—the borderline
between Algeria and Libya—but they may be coming with us.

SAM: I'll only come if the chain of command ends with you—I'm terrified of military
hierarchy. In fact, | associate your work with being horizontal. In 2018, you presented
your first solo exhibition, “The you in us,” at London’s Chisenhale Gallery. It involved
the entire floor becoming a raised and embedded speaker, on which the audience
was encouraged to lie down. What's your relationship to music?

LO: It is the purest form of communication. | struggle with language, even though I've
learned how to articulate my thoughts in a way that is maybe comprehensible.
Speaking multiple languages can be a source of great freedom. It allows your
thoughts to move in a more lateral way. | grew up mixing three languages and have
since picked up a couple more, which can feel super chaotic, like constantly looking
for a suitable tongue. But there’s no chaos in music. | find solace in a way of thinking
which is not rooted in concrete fluency.

SAM: Is there a horizon in music?

LO: More like a horizontal vertigo, the feeling that you could go on without mark or
measure. It's this ultimate surrender which | seek in music, which makes me a very
gracious fan. What was so beautiful about working on the sound piece with Yawning
Portal was the way that we developed the piece together in Barcelona. We started
with some fragments they had put together, and | immediately had the feeling we
could build a world together. Any collaboration is an experiment with foresight. And it
turns out that a week staring square into a Logic interface can make you forget that
clouds actually move.

We back-and-forthed between three time zones for the next weeks, but ultimately |
trusted Joe Ware and Jess Walker's ability to make time tenseless which made the
piece as enveloping as it is. It was beautiful to watch that come into the room at de
Appel, and for hundreds of people to walk in and feel willing to lie down in that
together. After long pangs of physical separation, the gesture itself was very powerful.
The piece created an intimate enclosure, a membrane, a kind of sac.

SAM: It was really special to witness and also be part of that collective lying down. I've
never had an ecstatic religious experience myself, but it felt a bit like that.

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
https://urls.fr/mGXX5D
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LO: | think you can have a sort of “religious” experience by proxy. Ecstatic confluence
is often aligned with those spaces. That's something that I've always been very aware
of growing up, immersed in a very active community and spiritual life. | was
witnessing it, but | was also understanding and recognizing what it was that brought
these people together without ever experiencing an epiphany myself.

Over the past few months, | began compiling the House of Hope Archives (1989-
ongoing), which comprises unique photographic materials produced during the
constitution of an active spiritual movement and Christian community located in the
Diocese of Arzew (1988-91), House of Refuge L'Ayaida (1991-ongoing), St. Hubert
(1995-96), and the House of Hope (1996-ongoing) in the Western region of Algeria.
These materials, which gathered on my family’s shelves and in various dwellings over
the years, were predominantly taken by my parents, and document their work and life
in the various communities they established during Algeria’s civil war in the early
nineties.

It was emotionally laborious to go through each photograph, and organize them into
an archival format where they would be seen by others. The material remains
sensitive. And | understood that the process of making an archive elevates the
material and deems it worthy of recall. So, to take on the perspective of questioning
the service of material as proof of existence brought a certain neutrality to a very
private place. Which was quite heavy. But | also had to think about images as lacking
an ethereal quality, which is a fe/t thing. Can an image describe a stream of elation in a
room, for example? How much can we read by facial expressions, or volumes of
bodies moving in tandem?

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
https://urls.fr/mGXX5D
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SAM: Your work /n the Absence of our Mothers (2015-18) involved melting a gold
chain into two gold teeth, one of which is implanted into your jaw. It's a convergence
of two escape narratives, that of your grandfather who pulled out all his teeth in order
to escape military service while Algeria was under French rule and that of a young
man whom you met in 2015 who sold you the chain, supposedly belonging to his
mother, for the same price as a seat in a clandestine boat headed for Europe. Proxy is
an interesting way to put it—the rubbing up against or encountering other people’s
experiences. This feels embedded in a lot of your work.

LO: | think any kind of collective practice allows for that—dissolving into other people,
or bringing them in, or meeting people where they are. It's similar to how | like to listen
to music on repeat, until | can get as close as possible to the feeling of the world that
song was made in and everything | do is colored by it. Rubbing is interesting because
people, their histories and experiences, can integrally change you.

SAM: These epiphanic moments that you were witnessing and which you
experienced—how did they manifest?

LO: | witnessed many gatherings where this rising was very palpable. Usually, they
began with a lot of music and singing: the collective voice coming together, saying the
same thing, singing the same melodies. Then rips would start to appear, an elation
when something would be activated—then it perforates the entire room. | think the
conditions that allowed for this kind of community to exist arose from the need to
survive what was happening outside. The country was traumatized by an ongoing civil
war, and many people were looking for another way, which happened to involve a very
radical dissociation from the way in which the majority thinks—to believe in
something else. So, naturally, this environment becomes very empathetic. One
person’s tears are everyone else’s.

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
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SAM: | took a death doula course last year. | was very conscious of why | wept, and
when, because there was a lot of weeping. And | learned that part of the death doula’s
role is to hold space in which others can cry, but not cry with them. That confused me,
because it is such a human urge to empathize and feel what others experience. But
you have to hold boundaries in order to not encroach on others’ experiences, too. You
have to clear space. The space you created at de Appel felt that way.

LO: Yes. I've never experienced an opening like the one that we had in Amsterdam. It
was such a joy to work with the whole team at de Appel—it really felt like a wedding,
as in a celebration of love. The ordeal of getting my mother over there from Algeria, so
many of my closest friends showing up, you and | cooking purgatory beans for 1560
people... it was all very surreal.

SAM: Your mother was telling me about how, in your household, if someone—anyone
—turns up, you feed them, you let them have a place to sleep. No questions. Like
that's a mission in life. It was deeply inspiring to understand that openness in a time
when we're literally being forced into these paranoid bubbles of isolation. You were
the first person who opened your home to me after a long period of very deep
isolation and | wanted to thank you for that generosity of spirit.

LO: | don't know any other way to be.

SAM: Visiting your show felt like a fitting end to a time that began with the closing of
borders. One of which, for me, was Algeria and our delayed trip to Tassili n'Ajjer.
Would you share more details from your reconnaissance mission to that place, and
why you went?

LO: | very quickly realized how elusive this place was. Tassili n'Ajjer is a plateau
situated on the now-border of Algeria and Libya containing thousands of prehistoric
cave paintings and engravings dating back to 6,000 BC. It is, apparently, one of the few
places on earth which has resisted military occupation due to the hostility of the
landscape. The feeling is palpable—that you could completely disappear.

You lent me a book by Henri Lhote which documents a mission he conducted in the
1950s, with the aim of making one-to-one copies of hundreds of Neolithic cave
paintings for an exhibition at the Musée des arts décoratifs in Paris. But in their
attempt to record that space, they destroyed a lot of paintings. Afterwards, Ahmed,
who was my guide (and who will also be our guide when we eventually make the trip)
told me it was his uncle who led that trip with Lhote. They were up there for 16
months. After a certain point, his uncle was so tired that he just told the Europeans:
“There are no more cave paintings. We've seen them all.” Which was a partial truth.

That withholding of information saved many paintings that could have also been
destroyed, purely because of the techniques that they were using. They were
scrubbing the walls, destroying the ecosystem that had protected these paintings for
thousands of years. History is often dealt with as a violent excavation, uncovering the
past by any means. We don't hold space or allow it to speak for itself. It's about
claiming ownership of that discovery and not caring about the consequences, which |
think is extremely...

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
https://urls.fr/mGXX5D
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SAM: Fucked up?

LO: Yes. Colonial? And I'm thinking a lot about how we translate spaces without
extracting from them, more like mediums carrying information into the future, rather
than trying to own it.

SAM: Speaking of translating spaces: your exhibition “Barzakh,” first shown at
Kunsthalle Basel at the beginning of the year, encompassed the travelling of the entire
contents of the flat you were living in during the early stages of the pandemic in
Algiers. You placed bugging devices throughout the exhibition, but allowed visitors to
go through all of your belongings. | saw my book lying on your desk, open and face-
down, when | visited the second iteration of the work at Triangle-Astérides in
Marseille. It felt uncanny.

C.I.M Dr LATROUS

LES PYRAMIDES

Nom: OURAHMANE ~LYDIA 24 ANS  Date: 19/03/2017

LO: | moved to Algiers in 2018, and subsequently spent most of the pandemic alone in
that apartment, pacing between the bed, the kitchen, the table, and back again. We
had quite a strict curfew—1 p.m. for the first months—and regional lockdowns which
prevented me from going to my parents’ in the mountains a couple of hours from
Algiers. | started running at six in the morning, in very baggy clothes, sunglasses, and
headphones, zipping away any potential for harassment at the beach. In the summer
of 2020, | eventually left Algiers because of work commitments in Europe. | didn’t
know when | would be able to go back. | thought it would be a couple of months at
most.

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
https://urls.fr/mGXX5D
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During the seemingly never-ending limbo of the time that followed, | spent a lot of
time reflecting on that reality for those who are forced to leave home and may never
return. Whilst a lot of people were being confined to domestic spaces, a sense of loss
had become superimposed onto the objects | had left behind. | think what was really
going on was that | felt rather homeless. It wasn't about the things that you surround
yourself with, | realized, but rather a spatial orientation. Domestic environments are
routines, formed by the way you're choreographed in a space—whose denial fueled
an intense, reflexive need for reunification. Realizing that home is also immaterial, |
wondered if | had completely lost my mind in wanting to bring the contents of an
apartment out of Algiers—what the implications would be at a time when bodies were
not only denied mobility, but further confined, and why objects negated this political
incentive.

The months that followed bled into one another, during which | made a work which
encompassed borrowing and moving the entire contents of my furnished, rented
apartment in Algiers to Kunsthalle Basel, and then on to Triangle-Astérides in
Marseille. This endeavor took on the title “Barzakh,” which means limbo, a state of
being in-between, not purgatory but rather a resting point, the land between two seas.

SAM: What happens to that space next?

Sophia Al-Maria
Spacemaking and Soul Delay
e-flux, November 22, 2021.
https://urls.fr/mGXX5D




GALERIE
CHANTAL CROUSEL

LO: I recently found out that it will travel to Ghent, which means the process of return
is even further delayed. We renegotiated with my landlady and with customs for
another year. It won't go back until September 2022, almost exactly two years after |
left. It's a long time. Sometimes, when I'm moving around for so long, there's an
anxiety about returning. | end up apologizing a lot. Minutes or weeks or months feel
no different, but then the soul delay is real. Another potent mood. Desire trying to
catch up with the body that left it.

SAM: Yes. For the first time in my life, | identify as a part of a diaspora. The anxiety of
return mounts.

LO: | had a conversation with Celine Kopp about “the impossibility of return.” We were
speaking about how these objects will never be able to return to how they were before
because they have moved. They have been touched and handled by so many different
people. Things were taken, added. | think of diaspora as a retention that's somehow
recognizable, be it in the body or in the space around it. That somehow the air around
its subject is different. It's been rubbing elsewhere. And | think about what it is going
to mean after two years of the apartment going to various places. How are the objects
going to return? I'll go back and it'll be the last time | install the apartment. But | don't
know how that’s going to feel. For now its cavity lies in wait... ellipses. I'm asking
myself: “What have | done?!” But maybe it will be a joyous homecoming. I'll cook
vegetables and invite my friends over and we'll dance around, blowing plumes of
smoke over the city, toward its ambient hue, spilling secrets into dawn.

SAM: It is a huge relief to hear that another artist feels sometimes: “What have |
done?!”

LO: The sun always rises on the other side. But I'm trying to wrap my arms around
both.

SAM: I'm going to call you Lydia “the spacemaker” Ourahmane from now on.

View of Lydia Ourahmane's “Barzakh” at Kunsthalle Basel, 2021. Image courtesy of the artist. Photo by Philipp Hanger.
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FRIEZE

Lydia Ourahmane Invites Us into Her Apartment

For her solo exhibition at Triangle — Astérides, Marseille, the Algerian artist has given gallery-goers full access to
approximately 5000 of her personal possessions drawing stark contrasts between the movement of goods and people

y @?Wsm- ——

Throughout her practice, Lydia Ourahmane has co-opted administrative apparatus to question the legitimacy of
borders and their outsized influence on colonial subjects. For her degree show at Goldsmiths University of
London, for instance, the Saida-born, London-raised artist succeeded in legally exporting the first work of art
from Algeria since the country declared independence in 1962 (Third Choir, 2014). Earlier this year,
Ourahmane had the entire contents of her flat in Algiers, which she had occupied since 2018, transported to
Europe for ‘Barzakly, a collaborative exhibition project by Triangle — Astérides and Kunsthalle Basel. The artist’s
possessions, totalling around 5,000 objects, even included the double entrance door, 21 Boulevard Moustapha
Benboulaid (entrance) (1901-2021), which, with its nine locks added during the 1990’s ‘black decade’, stands as

an unequivocal testament to the Algerian Civil War (1991-2002).

‘Barzakh’, which means ‘barrier’ or ‘separation’ in Arabic, is a direct response to COVID-19 travel restrictions.
When Ourahmane was approached about the show, in Autumn 2020, she was on residence at Triangle —
Astérides having been trapped in Europe due to the closure of Algeria’s borders. This prompted the artist to
bring ‘home’ to her, in an installation that reproduces the exact size and room layout of her 100m? apartment.
As with the artist’s previous works, the project was a collaborative effort, with Ourahmane asking friends from
the local artistic community to take care of listing, packing and exporting each item. Dating from the postwar
period, the European-style furniture bears witness to its late former owner, whose heirs let the apartment to
Ourahmane but refused to remove their aunt’s belongings. On tables and shelves, the artist's books, vinyl
records, cosmetics and notebooks mingle with family photos, vases and other trinkets belonging to the missing

inhabitant, intensifying the uncomfortable feeling of snooping through someone else’s possessions.

Oriane Durand

Lydia Ourahmane Invites Us into Her Apartment
Frieze, June 30, 2021.
https://urls.fr/W16qlq
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Lydia Ourahmane, 'Barzakh’, 2021, exhibition view, Triangle - Astrides, Marseille.
Courtesy: the artist and Triangle - Astrides, Marseille; photograph: Aurlien Mole

The artist allows gallery-goers to access everything — you can open cupboards, leaf through books, sit on the
sofa, even take a nap on the bed — but there’s a catch. Dotted throughout the space are five, custom-made glass
bells that conceal active, 24-hour bugging devices. Linked to a phone number written on the floorplan, each
device can be called at any time by anyone who wants to listen in to what is happening in the exhibition space
(e.g., +33 7 51 06 95 97). This continuous state of surveillance — which echoes both the reality Algerian citizens
were plunged into during the civil war and Ourahmane’s experience of living amongst a deceased woman’s

personal effects — adds a tension and a fragility to this intimate space.

There’s something more than a little disturbing about the voyeuristic temptation offered by this wall-less
apartment, which raises questions not only about the limits of intimacy but also about detachment and,
especially, death. For Ourahmane, who grew up between two countries, reflecting on the concept of origin
seems to be a quest that is both spiritual (where do I belong and what I believe in?) and political (how do states
influence our beliefs and define the limits of our freedoms?). By circumventing the cessation of free movement
during the pandemic, Ourahmane perfectly exhibits the absurdity of laws and regulations which often result in
goods having greater rights than people, rendering ‘Barzakh’ a form of resistance, and even empowerment: if
you can't go home, make home come to you. After all, as the title of the nightlight placed in one corner of the

exhibition suggests: Home Is Where You Are (2021).

Oriane Durand

Lydia Ourahmane Invites Us into Her Apartment
Frieze, June 30, 2021.
https://urls.fr/W16qlq
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Flash Art

reature INtiIMate 98-112
Dislocations: On Lydia
Ourahmane’s Barzakh

21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaid
(bedroom), 2021. Photography by

Hichem Merouche. Courtesy of the
artist and the family of Mrs. Tissira.

Carlos Kong
Intimate Dislocations: On Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh
Flash Art, N°335, Summer, 2021, p.98-112.
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“Allow me, then, as we part company at this
threshold [barzakh], to break the contract
between one absurdity and another.”

— Mahmoud Darwish,
by Carlos Kong  In the Presence of Absence

Carlos Kong

Intimate Dislocations: On Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh
Flash Art, N°335, Summer, 2021, p.98-112.
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101 In the Absence of our Mothers, 2015-18. X-Ray Scan, Text,

2 x 4.5 g 18kt Gold Tecth - one of which is permanently
installed in Lydia Ourahmane’s mouth. Photography by
Andy Keate. Courtesy of the artist.

NEXT PAGE:

“Barzakh.” Exhibition view at Kunsthalle Basel, 2021.
Photography by Philipp Hanger. Courtesy of the artist;
the family of Mrs. Tissira; and Kunsthalle Basel.

Carlos Kong
Intimate Dislocations: On Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh
Flash Art, N°335, Summer, 2021, p.98-112.

Two signs, affixed to the entryway of Kunsthalle Basel's
upstairs galleries, set the stage: “WARNING: This area
is under 24hr surveillance.” Adjacent to the entrance, a
laser refracts its beam across the museum’s courtyard.
Though its function is not yet clear, it portends the
unsettling fact that one is being watched upon entering
Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh (2021), the Algerian-born
artist’s largest, most intricate solo exhibition to date.
The eerie feeling produced by the supposed presence
of continuous surveillance momentarily subsides upon
registering the contents of Ourahmane’s installation:

a fully reconstructed apartment, replete with the

warm mahogany tones of old furniture, inviting leather
couches, two chandeliers, a bed, kitchen appliances,
and cupboards topped with books and filled with

the meaningful detritus of everyday life. Yet after
traversing the space, making oneself proverbially at
home and succumbing to the tacit provocation to
open drawers and survey the objects with increasing
scrutiny, the sense of uncanniness creeps in.2 With no
walls separating the domestic environment’s evoked
rooms, its cozy familiarity is undone at the seams. The
viewer becomes a trespasser, at once surveilled by
Ourahmane’s exhibitionary system but also enacting
surveillance by rifling through the inventory of a life
seemingly interrupted or left unlived.

“The house,” Gaston Bachelard famously
wrote, “is a ‘psychic state, and even when reproduced
as it appears from the outside, it bespeaks intimacy.”
Ourahmane’s Barzakh is an exploration of the psychic
states and intimacy associated with the notion of home,
engendered by the reproduction of an actual house.
To construct Barzakh, the artist physically shipped the
entire contents of her apartment in Algiers to Basel,
where she reassembled it from memory and rigged
the installation with two systems of sound-based
surveillance. The exhibition follows Ourahmane’s
singular working method: the artist devises
conceptual propositions rooted in concrete contexts
and oral histories, most often regarding Algeria.

Their site-specific actualizations unleash logistical
absurdities and bear profound bodily and geopolitical
consequences. The artist’s sparse, sensorially arresting
installations teem with colonial presences and resound
the intimate frequencies of home and exile.

Ourahmane attends to the affects and
politics of displacement across space and time as she
forcefully decontextualizes the objects that become her
artworks. In p.H. 8.7 (2015/2018), for instance, the artist
smuggled soil from Algeria and scattered it on gallery
floors in Europe. In The Third Choir (2014), she assumed
the bureaucratic challenge of shipping twenty empty
oil barrels from Algeria to Europe — the first artwork
to legally exit the country since its independence in
1962. By divesting objects of their quotidian functions,
Ourahmane animates them into exerting the durability
and pressure of their colonial histories. Coordinated by
Ourahmane’s friends and fellow artists in Algiers upon
her inability to return to Algeria amid its pandemic-
induced border closure, the unseen shipping at the
heart of Barzakh is a monumental act of dislocation
in all of its connotations: the disturbance of a proper
or original state, the expropriation of location, and
the disarticulation of the body. Yet the precarious
transformation of an apartment’s holdings into an art
installation paradoxically heightens its objects’ intimate
charge by making radically public the physical remains
of private lives and sedimented histories.

The apartment that Ourahmane occupied
upon returning to her homeland several years ago was
built in 1901, one of the first buildings that the French
commissioned in their colonial renovation of the center
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of Algiers. In its angularity, symmetry, and fin-de-siécle
facade, the apartment exemplifies colonial urban
planning’s domineering territorial imposition. A century
later, its exterior has witnessed the ongoing anti-
government protests that have stunned Algeria since
2019, whose revolutionary fervor has outlasted the
reactionary banning of street marches in the pandemic
present.

The apartment’s prior inhabitant was an
Algerian woman who previously lived in Germany
during her marriage to a German man. Within their
divorce settlement, the woman kept the household
objects of their postwar German life. Accompanying
her return to post-Independence Algeria, these objects
were left untouched after her death and furnished
the apartment that Ourahmane rented. The woman’s
inability to part with the domestic interior of her former
life forms a striking parallel to the psychic structure
of melancholia, whose afflicted subject cannot
overcome the loss of an object, person, or nation.*
Their unassimilated grief endures. The melancholic
remainders into which Ourahmane habituated her
everyday abound in Barzakh — from half-melted
candles and an ancient package of Frischhaltefolie
(plastic wrap) to the delightfully kitschy painting of an
Alpine landscape to which the artist dedicates its own
room behind the Kunsthalle’s main gallery. Such an
image typifies a clichéd Germanic vision of Heimat, an
idealized national homeland, already irredeemably lost.

In Barzakh, the remnants of the woman’s
life become intimately intermixed with Ourahmane’s
possessions as the histories encoded in their lives
uncannily intersect. The reassembled apartment
radiates what the postcolonial theorist Ann Laura
Stoler termed “imperial duress” to describe “the

Carlos Kong
Intimate Dislocations: On Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh
Flash Art, N°335, Summer, 2021, p.98-112.

Neolithic Tumulus ¢.6,000-12,000 b.c., 2020. Polaroid.
762 %106 cm. Installation view of “ sa_gs Uisusgs Solar
Cry” at The Wattis Institute, San Francisco, 2020.
Photography by Impart Photography. Courtesy of the
artist and The Wattis Institute, San Francisco.
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Ab, Bb, 2020. Sound, tape: 0.63 x 6350 x 254 cm. 1h durability and distribution of colonial entailments

1" loop. Performed on site by Nikola Printz. Installation that cling ... to the present conditions of people’s

view of “ u=gs Jiausgd Solar Cry at The Wattis lives.”® Imperial duress, writes Stoler, comprises “the
Institute, San Francisco, 2020. Photography by Impart hardened, tenacious qualities of colonial effects;
Photography. Courtesy of the artist and The Wattis their protracted temporalities ... a pressure exerted, a
Institute, San Francisco. condition borne in the body.”® The objects in Barzakh

overflow with imperial duress by unhousing specters

of indiscrete violence — French colonialism and its
traumatic aftermath in Algeria’s war of independence,
its fervent anticolonial nationalism, the factionalist
violence of its Civil War up through present crises of
political corruption and migratory exodus. They form an
oblique portrait of what Algerian novelist Assia Djebar
called “the long and abiding state of morbidity in which
Algerian culture has lingered ... a future bled white.”
Through the multisensory, quasi-forensic experience of
intaking the artist's apartment — gazing at the spines of
her myriad of books, sinking into her couch, inhaling the
perfumed scent of her bathroom cabinet — the viewer’s
body becomes intimately implicated in the colonial
residues inscribed within the objects themselves. In
doing so, Ourahmane dislocates her predecessor’s
objects of private melancholia into a public
scenography of colonial melancholia. Her installation
claims a melancholic ethics of refusing the amnesia

of coloniality’s ongoing damage by reverberating its
spectral presence outward onto the unwitting bodies it
covertly encounters.?

In her book Algeria Cuts: Women and
Representation, the postcolonial critic Ranjana Khanna
centers “the cut” as the privileged figure of colonial
violence in the art and literature of modern Algeria.®
Khanna foregrounds the cut not only in terms of
colonialism’s gendered injury and traumatic wounds,
but also in its filmic connotations, as an aesthetic
device that splices together discrete spaces and

Carlos Kong
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times beyond the frame. The cut repeatedly appears warrior girl ¢.12,000 b.c., 2020. Single-channel digital 106
throughout Ourahmane’s practice as an inscription of video, sound. 3’ 44", Installation view of “ ga g3

imperial duress, piercing together disparate histories Uieoags Solar Cry” at The Wattis Institute, San

of violence. In In the Absence of Our Mothers (2015-18), Francisco, 2020. Photography by Impart Photography.

the artist surgically implanted a gold tooth into an Courtesy of the artist and The Wattis Institute, San

extant gap in her mouth, a gesture that conjoined Francisco.

her family history of anticolonial resistance to
contemporary crises of illicit migration. In 7 decade of
hair (2019), the artist cut off her braided hair, releasing
the remains of a bodily archive. In ¢=_z8 Jisuus3 Solar
Cry (2020), she tattooed a woman warrior, an image
from a Neolithic rock carving in the Algerian Sahara,
into her skin. The proliferation of cuts in these former
works enable the apartment’s dislocation in Barzakh
to come into view as one momentous incision. They
moreover evince what is different in this latest work,
that the site of the cut has been displaced from the
artist’s own body onto the ambivalent spaces of home
and nation.

The central focal point of Barzakh, the
two doors to Ourahmane’s apartment forcefully cut
across time, adjoin overlaid histories by way of their
extraction. The first wooden door is the apartment’s
colonial original; the second metal door was added
in the 1990s to reinforce protection amid the raids
and disappearances of the Civil War. The two doors
bookend a century of violence and expose “the
systematic disposability of bodies in struggles
for sovereignty,” in both Algeria’s colonial and
contemporary contexts.”” The violence of the doors’
dislocation is evident in the remains of the brick wall
adhered to the doorframe, its chalky red evoking an
injurious cut into bodily flesh. The two doors’ nine
total locks bear witness to an excess of fear and false

Carlos Kong
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Ist draft of my Mother's book “Divine Encounters,” 1974~
1992. Ink on paper. 42 pages. Installation view of * o= g8
Jiausgd Solar Cry” at The Wattis Institute, San Francisco,
2020. Photography by Impart Photography. Courtesy of
the artist and The Wattis Institute, San Francisco.
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security against an enduring external threat whose
identity changed over time. By extricating the door-
pair from its function as the apartment’s border and
threshold, Ourahmane releases it from the weight of its
duress as “an object of fear.”"

The two technologies of surveillance in
Barzakh further cut across time. The sheer presence
of surveillance harks back to a colonizer’s objectifying
gaze. Such optical domination was canonically
represented in another artwork set in an apartment
in Algiers, Eugéne Delacroix’s Women of Algiers in
their Apartment (1834), whose art historical specter
haunts Barzakh. In the orientalist painting, the French
painter’s voyeuristic surveillance of Algerian women is
synchronized with his spatial trespass into and implied
erotic conquest of an apartment’s concealed harem.
Ourahmane’s installation counters Delacroix’s Algiers
apartment by presenting the concrete material remains
of the violent system that produced and idealized
such orientalist fantasies. Yet the durable presence of
surveillance in both reveals the colonial reason through
which certain bodies were and remain objectified and
targeted, which continue up through today in new
border regimes of global “security.”

The first system of surveillance in Barzakh
is comprised of bugging devices. In these uncanny
sculptural assemblages, Ourahmane has hidden
listening technologies under elongated blown glass
covers that noticeably stick out from the furniture on
which they rest. The bugs surveil viewers by ominously
registering any sound or conversation that takes
place in their vicinity. Each one is given the title of
a Swiss phone number, and anyone can eavesdrop
into the space by calling the number and listening to
the sounds that the devices perceive. In the second
system, two laser beams are rigged to intercept
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21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaid (entrance removal), 2021. Video by Hichem Merouche. Courtesy of the artist and the family of Mrs. Tissira.
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atmospheric sound from the museum’s exterior. The light
beam translates visual disturbances into the installation’s
soundscape of white noise, which tactilely vibrates from
transducers embedded in the apartment’s furniture — a
technology that the artist repeatedly employs. The
surveillance soundscape creates a space of relations as
its acoustic vibrations intimately traverse between the
furniture and the viewer’s body. By staging encounters
with surveilled sounds, Barzakh unfixes the bodily borders
of public and private, forging intimate echoes across

the temporal bounds of colonial pasts and securitized
presents.”

In the name Barzakh, Ourahmane recasts her
apartment’s unhousing across space and time. The Arabic
word’s many connotations include “barrier,” “separation,”
“threshold,” “the grave,” and “isthmus,” a strip of land
between two seas. In its most frequent translation as
“limbo,” barzakh conjures the mystical boundary between
humans and spirits, where specters await the judgment of
their deeds in life. Through her act of intimate dislocation,
cutting the apartment from its historical armature,
Ourahmane releases its status of home into a vulnerable
state of limbo that resounds its specters of violence in
the here and now. Her objects await the judgment of their
imperial duress, calling out for justice as we sense, surveil,

21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaid (salon), 2021. Photography by
Hichem Merouche. Courtesy of the artist and the family of Mrs.
Tissira.

OPPOSITE:

Barzakh, 2021. Production shot. Photography by Yanis Ouabadi.

Courtesy of the artist and the family of Mrs. Tissira.
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kunsthallebasel.ch/wp-content/
uploads/EN_Conversation_
LydiaOurahmane_ElenaFilipovic_
MAR2021.pdf

Intimate Dislocations: On Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh

Flash Art, N°335, Summer, 2021, p.98-112.

12

and break the contract with their colonial presences.

| have previously characterized
the echo as a privileged figure
in Ourahmane’s work. See
Carlos Kong, “Echo, Echolalia,
Echolocation,” SALT. Magazine
/ Montez Press, issue 10:
Glossolalia, 2019, pp. 4-9.
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Lydia Ourahmane’s “Barzakh” will be presented at Triangle-Astérides, 21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaid (office), 2021.
Centre d’art contemporain, Marseille, from June 5 to October 24, 2021. Photography by Hichem Merouche. Courtesy of the
artist and the family of Mrs. Tissira.

Carlos Kong is a writer and art historian based in Berlin.

Carlos Kong
Intimate Dislocations: On Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh
Flash Art, N°335, Summer, 2021, p.98-112.
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2 Ibid.
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par Katia Porro

Sur le boulevard Moustapha Benboulaid a Alger,
un appartement vidé de son contenu — corps
comme objets — arbore une nouvelle porte.
L’originelle se trouve aujourd’hui dans I’exposition
personnelle «Barzakh» de Lydia Ourahmane
(née en 1992 a Saida, Algérie) présentée
a Triangle - Astérides a Marseille, apres
une premiére présentation a la Kunsthalle de Bale.
Arrachée a son architecture et, par conséquent,
reniée de sa fonction protectrice initiale, cette porte
incarne non seulement la mise a nu de I’artiste
derriére ce geste (puisque ses effets personnels
et ceux de la précédente occupante décédée
de ’appartement sont exposés) mais aussi des
valeurs culturelles et des formalités administratives
contraignantes. Symbolisant le poids des histoires
héritées que l'artiste affronte a travers sa pratique,
une installation réunit ces deux portes; celle, initiale,
provenant de 'immeuble haussmannien datant
de 1901 auquel elle appartenait, et une seconde,
en métal, ajoutée pendant la paranoia de la décennie
noire en Algérie (qu’Ourahmane et sa famille ont
fui pour vivre entre le Royaume-Uni et ’Espagne).
Le tout s’apparente a un seuil non fonctionnel.
Bien qu’il s’agisse indéniablement d’un
paysage domestique, la domesticité n’est pas
en cause ici. Il s’agit plutot d’un prisme a travers
lequel I’artiste révele des traumatismes personnels,
socio-politiques et post-coloniaux, ainsi que
les systémes qui les perpétuent. La force motrice
de I'exposition partait du désir de I'artiste
de comprendre le concept du foyer, alors qu’elle
se trouvait bloquée en Europe, ne pouvant pas
rentrer en Algérie durant la pandémie. S’est
néanmoins ensuivie une expérience émotionnelle
enchevétrée a des problématiques logistiques,
qui a rendu secondaire la manifestation physique
du «home». En ce sens, le foyer présent peut étre
considéré comme I'oikos, un terme grec qui désigne
simultanément la disposition physique d’une
maison, son économie et les étres qui 'occupent.
Il s’agit donc d’un paysage complexe dans lequel
s’entremélent émotion et juridiction. L’enquéte
de Lydia Ourahmane a propos de ces systémes
se cristallise dans la maniére qu’ils ont de s’exprimer
au sein de réalités «corporelles» — qu’il s’agisse
d’un appartement, d’un organe de pouvoir ou du
corps physique, souvent celui de I'artiste elle-méme.
Pour la réalisation de «Barzakh», chacun de
ces corps a dl traverser des phases de négociation,
de patience et de persévérance. Un simple plan
de 'appartement dessiné par I’artiste dans I'un

de ses carnets en 2019 — alors qu’elle commencait
déja a réfléchir a ce que cet espace pouvait
représenter — a peut-étre déclenché I'idée d’envoyer
tout le contenu de 'appartement, entrainant

la mobilisation des personnes et des objets.
Ourahmane étant elle-méme en France a I’époque,
elle a pu compter sur I'aide de Myriam Amroun

et de Khaled Bouzidi de Rhizome (organisation d’art
indépendante a Alger) pour faire face au ministere
de la Culture d’Algérie. Ces derniers ont réussi
acréer une nouvelle acception de ce que pourrait
étre «un objet d’art» (dans ce cas, une installation,
au sens de ready-made). L’astuce a permis

de s’assurer que cet «objet» puisse quitter
temporairement Alger pour une exposition.

Les deux ont pu ainsi emballer, extraire et expédier
le tout — des bibelots et produits de beauté usagés
aux appareils électroménagers, en passant par

les meubles et la porte — a Marseille, puis a Bale,
puis de nouveau a Marseille, avant son retour
obligatoire a Alger. Ainsi, le désir initial

de comprendre le «chez soi» s’est transformé

en une catégorisation et une stérilisation de I'intime,
s’exprimant par la circulation des objets a travers
les frontieres plutdt que des corps, lorsque ceux-ci
ne sont pas en mesure de le faire. Il ne s’agit pas
d’une reconstruction qui laisse place a l’artifice

et formalise la nostalgie, mais plutét d’un
désapprentissage de la notion communément
admise de «foyer», qui passe par les gestes

de défaire et de «dé-nommer». L’artiste dit en effet
ne jamais s’étre sentie autant chez elle que lors

des appels FaceTime avec ses proches passés tout
au long du processus, détachant ainsi la conception
du foyer comme pur espace physique. Aujourd’hui,
elle ne peut méme pas se résoudre a emprunter

ses propres livres de I'exposition — ce qui lui donne
I'impression d’étre une voleuse dans sa propre
maison —, car le démanteélement et 'ouverture
simultanés de I’espace ont déplacé le statut

du personnel.

Déplacement, extraction, expulsion: ces gestes
destinés a effacer sont réappropriés par ’artiste
dans un acte similaire a ce que la philosophe Elsa
Dorlin théorise sous le nom de «care négatif'».
Selon Dorlin, le care négatif est ’effort permanent
exercé afin de comprendre au mieux I'autre
dans le but de se défendre — un effort constant
des dominé-e-s pour réagir face aux dominant-e-s
plutét que reculer?. La démarche d’Ourahmane
est similaire, dans la mesure ou sa persévérance
permet une inversion de la négativité en une forme
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Lydia Ourahmane, The Third Choir, 2014.
Installation sonore / Sound installation, 20 barils de pétrole Naftal importés d’Algérie / 20 Naftal oil barrels imported from Algeria,
CZ-5HE transmetteur radio / CZ-5HE radio transmitter, 20 téléphones Samsung E2121B / 20 Samsung E2121B phones. 3m x 5m. Courtesy the artist.

3 Lydia Ourahmane, «On Belief:
A conversation between Lydia
Ourahmane and Eliel Jones»,
X-tra, 2021.

Katia Porro
Lydia Ourahmane
02, N°98, 2021.

de care qui facilite le changement et le lacher-prise.
The Third Choir (2014) illustre cette ténacité et
cette détermination a travers un autre déplacement
d’objets. Réalisée pour I'exposition de dipléme

de l'artiste au Goldsmiths College de Londres,

puis exposée a Palerme pendant Manifesta 12 (2018),
cette ceuvre est une installation sonore composée
de vingt barils de pétrole Naftal exportés d’Algérie,
contenant chacun des téléphones portables
transformés en émetteurs radio. Les neuf cent
trente-quatre documents illustrant les
correspondances de I'artiste avec le gouvernement
pour exporter ces barils, une peinture commandée
par BP permettant de financer le projet, et les
interminables négociations qui ont finalement
abouti a autorisation du transport, ont fait

de The Third Choir la premiere ceuvre d’art a étre
exportée légalement d’Algérie depuis sa libération
de la France en 1962. Cet exploit apparemment
impossible a ainsi déclenché une réécriture

de lalégislation sur ’exportation qui avait été mise
en place pour protéger la culture. Se plagant dans
une position délicate tout au long du processus

— en particulier en tant que jeune femme célibataire
issue d’une famille chrétienne qui tente, face

aux autorités algériennes, d’exporter des objets
litigieux — Lydia Ourahmane tire néanmoins

un bilan positif de cette opération laborieuse:

«Il est surprenant de considérer 'empathie

ou ’humanité comme des conditions miraculeuses
dans le monde hermétique de la bureaucratie

et de ’administration. [...] Rencontrer quelqu’un-e

Lydia Ourahmane 2

en position de pouvoir qui veut réellement aider

signifie qu’il peut encore y avoir de I’espoir.

Que nous ne sommes pas entiérement

handicapé-e-s, motorisé-e-s et fonctionnant

au détriment les un-e-s des autres. Et nous devons

continuer a nous battre pour ce genre d’espace?.»
Déplacement, extraction, expulsion:

des gestes qui conduisent a I’'absence, une absence

qui traverse la pratique de I’artiste. Dans 'ceuvre

Boudjima (2021), présentée a Triangle - Astérides

dans le cadre de ’exposition collective «En

attendant Omar Gatlato: Regard sur I’art en Algérie

et dans sa diaspora», curatée par Natasha Marie

Llorens au printemps 2021, deux chaines métalliques

attachées a des colliers de chiens sont posées au sol.

A coté des objets, une vidéo des chiens qui portaient

autrefois ces colliers les montre courant librement

dans un champ en Algérie. La liberté perdue

de ces animaux témoigne du fait que les forces

militaires ont scellé la porte de la maison familiale

de lartiste, qui servait autrefois de lieu de culte

aux chrétiens d’Algérie — la liberté de religion

ayant été légalisée en 20086, puis interdite en 2017.

L’absence de corps représentée par les colliers

rappelle 'inaccessibilité de la maison et reflete

le combat de I’artiste avec la violence induite

dans son sentiment de se sentir poussé-e hors

d’un espace physique. Cette absence, ou plutot

cette suspension, est en effet présente a nouveau

dans «Barzakh», comme I'indique le titre lui-méme:

en arabe, il fait référence a un état liminal,

intermédiaire, qui peut faire référence a un espace
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Where You Are: Conversation
Between Lydia Ourahmane
and Elena Filipovic» publié
dans le cadre de I'exposition
«Barzakh» alaKuntsthalle
de Bale, 02 mars — 16 mai 2021.

5 Discussion avec artiste
le 13 septembre 2021.

6 Lydia Ourahmane en
discussion avec Harry
Woodlock dans le cadre
du «Vital Exhaustion:

Late Capitalism and the Crisis
of Pain», 4 décembre 2020.
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ou un esprit attend entre la vie et lamort, a un
espace physique, ainsi qu’a un lieu de jugement.

La pratique d’Ourahmane est une forme
de travail a la fois émotionnel, spirituel et physique,
qui est nécessairement relationnel. Ce faisant,
elle met en ceuvre le corps, dans sa présence comme
dans son absence. «Mon travail est une source
vitale. Et donc, mon corps devient le site*.» In the
Absence of our Mothers (2018) est ’'apogée du corps
comme site dans son travail. Une chaine en or
fondue, achetée par Ourahmane a un étranger
au méme prix qu’un voyage en bateau pour fuir
vers ’Europe, rencontre I’histoire du grand-pere
de P’artiste qui s’est arraché les dents pour étre
libéré de Parmée: deux récits de fuite distincts,
qui s’incarnent dans une méme dent en or implantée
dans la bouche de ’artiste. Il ne s’agit pas ici d’un
geste masochiste pour s’infliger de la douleur, mais
plutét d’une fagon de comprendre le traumatisme
et de l’affronter. «Je souffrirais si je ne faisais pas
le travail que je faisS», affirme I'artiste. Droit du sang
(2018) poursuit dans la méme veine, puisqu’il s’agit
d’une ceuvre documentant le processus de demande
de la nationalité francaise, révélant 'absurdité
qui s’exprime dans le pouvoir que les procédures
bureaucratiques ont sur les identités individuelles.
Dans ces ceuvres, des formes de care négatif
et d’affect matériel donnent une réalité corporelle
aux histoires d’émigration et de résistance.

Lydia Ourahmane, [gauche / left] Boudjima, 2021; [droite / right] Oskar and Ola, 2019.
Vue de P'exposition / Exhibition view of «En attendant Omar Gatlato. Regard sur I'art en Algérie et dans sadiaspora»,
Triangle-Astérides, Centre d'art contemporain, Friche la Belle de Mai, Marseille, 2021. Photo: Aurélien Mole

Katia Porro
Lydia Ourahmane
02, N°98, 2021.
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C’est a partir du corps que se pose la question
de la surveillance, et de la maniére dont nous
sommes rendu-e-s conscient-e-s de nos mouvements
dans un espace, volontairement ou non. Car la
surveillance est un théeme commun a la pratique
de lartiste, qui prend deux formes différentes dans
«Barzakh». D’une part, les sculptures en verre
soufflé posées sur les différents meubles voilent,
sans cacher, des mouchards auxquels est attribué
un numéro de téléphone, permettant a quiconque
d’accéder a ’exposition, méme a distance,
et d’écouter ce qui s’y passe a tout moment.

De l’autre, un laser (Eye, 2021) scinde I'espace
d’exposition, projetant dans I’espace des
informations recueillies a 'extérieur (par un systeme
de miroirs). Des que le laser est obstrué par le corps
du-de la spectateur-trice, la transmission du son
endirect s’arréte, ou évolue. Chacun de ces objets
rend le-la spectateur-trice trés conscient-e de son
comportement dans ’espace, influencant peut-étre
la fagon dont il-elle s’y comporte. Ces dispositifs

de surveillance rappellent que les espaces
domestiques ne sont pas tous des foyers,

des espaces de sécurité et de confort, mais plutot,
pour certain-e-s, des sites de violence, de peur

et de paranoia.

En parlant de Live Call (2019) — une autre
ceuvre de surveillance et de mise a nu pour laquelle
I’artiste a mis son propre téléphone portable
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sur écoute, permettant a celles et ceux qui font
I’expérience de I'ceuvre d’écouter ses moindres
mouvements et conversations pendant toute

la durée de ’'exposition — Ourahmane explique
qu’elle «expérimente une sorte de chaos qui semble
plus proche de la vérité®». Cette déclaration

n’est pas sans rappeler un texte trouvé dans le livre
de Sophie Al Maria, Sad Sack: Collected Writings,
qui repose silencieusement sur le bureau de ’artiste
dans «Barzakh», en attendant son retour a Alger.
«Avalée par le chaos qu’elle portait autrefois comme
une couronne [...] elle continuera [pourtant] a danser
jusqu’a ce que vous la voyiez. Jusqu’a ce que

vous croyiez en elle. Jusqu’a ce que vous I’écoutiez.
Jusqu’a ce que vous écoutiez — ce qu’elle veut
vraiment dire”». Face aux enfers administratifs

et aux traumatismes, Lydia Ourahmane rend
inlassablement possible ce qui semble impossible,
surmontant le chaos pour arriver a une forme

de soin. Si son ceuvre s’appuie certes sur des
expériences profondément personnelles, elle pointe
néanmoins du doigt les réalités sombres dont nous
héritons collectivement, et propose une maniére
singuliere de les traiter.

7 Sophia Al Maria, Sad Sack.
Collected Writing, Book Works,
London, 2019. Traduit de
’anglais: «Swallowed by the
chaos she once wore like a
crown [...] And she’ll keep
dancing till you see her. Till you
believe in her. Till you listen.
Tillyou listen — to what she
really means.»

Vues de I'exposition / Exhibition views of «Barzakh»,
Friche la Belle de mai (production Triangle-Astérides), Marseille, 2021.

Katia Porro
Lydia Ourahmane
02, N°98, 2021.
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Lydia Ourahmane

by Katia Porro

On the Boulevard Moustapha Benboulaid in Algiers,
an apartment emptied of its contents—both bodies
and objects—bears a new door. The original stands
today in Lydia Ourahmane’s (born 1992 in Saida,
Algeria) solo exhibition “Barzakh” presented

at Triangle - Astérides in Marseille, after its first
presentation at the Kunsthalle Basel. Ripped

from its architecture and, in turn, renounced

of its original protective function, this door is the
embodiment not only of the exposure of the artist
behind this gesture—as her personal belongings and
those of the previous deceased occupant amongst
which Ourahmane carefully inhabited the space

are on display—but also of constraining cultural

and administrative values. Symbolizing the weight of
inherited histories that the artist confronts through
her practice, an installation brings together these
two doors; the original one from the 1901
Haussmannian building to which it belonged,

and a second one, made of metal, added during

the paranoia of the black decade in Algeria

(which Ourahmane and her family fled to live
between the UK and Spain). The ensemble stands
as anon-functional threshold.

Although undeniably a domestic landscape,
domesticity is not in question here. It is rather
alens through which the artist reveals personal,
socio-political and postcolonial traumas, and the
systems that perpetuate them. The propelling
force behind the exhibition was the artist’s longing
to understand the concept of “home” as she found
herselfin Europe not able to return to Algeria during
the pandemic. Yet, what nevertheless followed
was an emotional experience entangled with
administration that rendered the physical
manifestation of the “home” secondary. In this
sense, the “home” present can be considered as the
oikos, an ancient Greek term that simultaneously
refers to the physical layout of a home, its economy,
and the beings that occupies it. Thus, a complex
landscape in which emotion and jurisdiction
intertwine. Lydia Ourahmane’s investigation into
such systems crystallizes in how they are expressed
in corporeal realities—whether that be
an apartment, a governing body, or the physical
body, often that of the artist herself.

For “Barzakh” to be conceived, each of these
bodies had to enter into an exchange of negotiation,
patience and perseverance. A simple blueprint
of the apartment drawn by the artist in one of her
notebooks in 2019—the artist already in negotiation
with what that space represented—was perhaps

the catalyst behind the idea to send all of the
contents of the apartment resulting in the
mobilisation of both people and objects. Ourahmane
herselfin France at the time, she relied on the
Myriam Amroun and Khaled Bouzidi of rhizome
(an independent art gallery and organization,
Algiers) to face the Ministry of Culture of Algeria.
They eventually succeeded in creating a new
category of what an art-object could be (in this case,
an installation, in the sense of the “ready-made”),
assuring that this “object” could now temporarily
leave Algiers for exhibition purposes, and finally
wrapping, packing, extracting and shipping
everything—from trinkets and used beauty
products, to appliances, furniture, and the door—
to Marseille, then Basel, then back to Marseille,
before its obligatory return to Algiers. Thus, the
initial desire for understanding “home” evolved into
the categorization and sterilization of the intimate
in order to push for the movement of objects across
borders when bodies were not able to do so. It is not
areconstruction that gives way to artifice and
formalises nostalgia, but rather an unlearning
of societal notions of the home through undoing,
un-naming. Indeed, the artist says she had never felt
more at home than on countless FaceTime calls
made throughout the process, detaching this notion
of home from a physical space. Today, she can’t even
bring herself to borrow her own books from the
exhibition, making feel like a thief in her own home,
as the simultaneous dismantling and opening of the
space has displaced the status of the personal.
Displacement, extraction, expulsion—gestures
intended to erase are reappropriated by the artist
in an act of what philosopher Elsa Dorlin theorises
as negative care.? Dorlin states that negative care
is the permanent effort to understand the other
as well as possible in order to defend oneself,
a constant effort for those dominated to react
in the face of the dominant rather than recoil 3
Ourahmane’s approach is similar in that her
perseverance allows for an inversion of negativity
into a form of care that facilitates change and letting
go. The Third Choir (2014) exemplifies this tenacity
and resolve through yet another displacement
of objects. Realised for the artist’s degree show
at Goldsmiths in London and later exhibited
in Palermo during Manifesta 12 (2018), this work
is a sound installation comprised of twenty Naftal
oil barrels exported from Algeria, each containing
mobile phones turned radio transmitters. The 934
documents illustrating the artist’s correspondence

A
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Vues de I'exposition / Exhibition views of “Barzakh”, Marseille, 2021.
Friche la Belle de Mai (production Triangle-Astérides).
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Lydia Ourahmane, The Third Choir (détail / detail), 2014.

Installation sonore / Sound installation, 20 barils de pétrole Naftal importés d’Algérie /

20 Naftal oil barrels imported from Algeria, CZ-5HE transmetteur radio / CZ-5HE radio transmitter,
20 téléphones Samsung E2121B / 20 Samsung E2121B phones. 3m x 5m. Courtesy the artist.

4 Lydia Ourahmane in
conversation with Eliel Jones,
“On Belief: A conversation,”
X-tra, 2021.

5 Lydia Ourahmane,

“Home is Where You Are:
Conversation Between
Lydia Ourahmane

and Elena Filipovic,”
published on the occasion
of the exhibition Barzakh
at Kuntsthalle Basel,

02 March — 16 May 2021.

6 Conversation with
Lydia Ourahmane,

13 September 2021.

7 Lydia Ourahmane in
conversation with Harry
Woodlock, “Vital Exhaustion:
Late Capitalism and the Crisis
of Pain” 4 December 2020.

Katia Porro
Lydia Ourahmane
02, N°98, 2021.

with the government to export these barrels,

a painting commissioned by BP to finance

the project, and the endless negotiations behind

this seemingly impossible feat, made The Third

Choir the first work of art to be legally exported

from Algeria since its liberation from France in 1962,

rewriting export legislation that had been put

in place to protect culture. Putting herself

into a compromised position throughout the

process—particularly as a young, single woman from

a Christian family in face of Algerian authorities

attempting to export contentious objects—

Lydia Ourahmane nevertheless reflects on this

disadvantageous operation positively, “It’s

surprising to consider empathy or humanity as

being miraculous conditions in the airtight world of

bureaucracy and administration [...] Encountering

someone in a position of power who actually wants

to help signifies that there might still be some hope.

That we are not entirely disabled, motorized

and operating at the disservice of each other.

And we need to keep fighting for this kind of space.”
Displacement, extraction, expulsion—gestures

that lead to absence, an absence that runs through

the artist’s practice. In the work Boudjima (2021),

presented at Triangle - Astérides in the group

exhibition “En attendant Omar Gatlato: Regard

sur P’art en Algérie et dans sa diaspora” curated

by Natasha Marie Llorens in the spring of 2021, two

metal chains attached to dog collars laid on the floor.

Next to the objects, a video of the dogs who once

adorned these collars run freely through a field

in Algeria. These dogs bore witness to military

forces sealing the door of the artist’s family home

once used as a place of worship for Christians

in Algeria to congregate as the freedom of religion

had been made legal in 20086, later outlawed in 2017.

The absence of bodies represented through the

collars remind of the inaccessible house, and reflect

Lydia Ourahmane 8

the artist’s negotiation with the violent processes of
being pushed out of a physical space. This absence,
or rather suspension, is indeed present again in
“Barzakh” as the title itself implies: in Arabic, it refers
to aliminal, in-between state, that can relate to
a space where a spirit awaits, between life and death,
a physical space, as well as a place of judgement.
Ourahmane’s process of making art is a form
of emotional, spiritual and physical labour that
is necessarily relational. And in relational practices,
the body is at work, even if, at times, absent.
“My work is alifeline. And so, my body becomes
the site.”s In the Absence of our Mothers (2018)
is the climax of body-as-site in the artist’s practice.
A melted down gold chain purchased by Ourahmane
from a stranger at the same price of a boat trip
to flee to Europe meets the story of the artist’s
grandfather who extracted his own teeth
to be discharged from the military: two separate
narratives of escape that take shape in a gold tooth
implanted in the artist’s mouth. Not a masochistic
gesture to inflict pain on oneself, but rather a way of
understanding trauma and dealing with it. “I would
suffer if [ didn’t do the work I do,” the artist states.®
Droit du sang (Blood Right) (2018), continues in the
same vein, as it is a work documenting the process
of claiming French citizenship, revealing the
absurdity in the power that bureaucratic procedures
have on individual identities. In these works, forms
of negative care and material affect give a corporeal
reality to histories of emigration and resistance.
From the body comes the question
of surveillance, and how we are made aware of our
movements in space, voluntarily or not. Because
surveillance is a common theme in the artist’s
practice, one that takes on two separate forms
in Barzakh. On one hand, the blown glass sculptures
that sit atop various pieces of furniture in the
exhibition veil, but do not hide, bugging devices
that are each assigned a telephone number, allowing
anyone to tap into the exhibition and listen to what
is taking place inside at all times. On the other,
alaser beam (Eye, 2021) cuts through the exhibition
space, projecting information collected from
the outdoors (through a system of mirrors) into
the exhibition. Once the laser beam is obstructed
by the body of the viewer, the live transmission
of the sound stops, or shifts. Each of these objects
makes the viewer highly aware of their behaviour
in the space, perhaps influencing the way that
they carry themselves. These surveillance devices
function as reminders that not all domestic spaces
are “homes”, spaces of safety and comfort, but
rather, for some, sites of violence, fear and paranoia.
When discussing Live Call (2019)—another
work of surveillance and self-exposure for which
the artist bugged her own cell phone allowing those
experiencing the artwork to listen to the artist’s
every move and conversation throughout the
duration of the exhibition—Ourhamane explains
that she “experiments with a kind of chaos that
seems closer to the truth.”” This statement
is reminiscent of a text found in Sophie Al Maria’s
book Sad Sack: Collected Writings that sits silently
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Vues de P'exposition / Exhibition
views of “Barzakh”, Marseille,
2021. Friche la Belle de Mai
(production Triangle-Astérides).

8 Sophia Al Maria, Sad Sack.
Collected Writing,
Book Works, London, 2019.

Katia Porro
Lydia Ourahmane
02, N°98, 2021.
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on her desk in “Barzakh”, awaiting its return to
Algiers. “Swallowed by the chaos she once wore like
acrown [...] And [yet] she will continue to dance until
you see her. Until you believe in her. Until you listen
to her. Until you listen—to what she really means.”®
In the face of administrative hells and trauma, Lydia

Lydia Ourahmane 9

Ourahmane tirelessly makes the seemingly
impossible possible, pushing through chaos and
retention to arrive at a form of care. A body of work
that is indeed based on deeply personal experiences,
but points to the dark realities we inherit collectively
and proposes a singular way of how to process them.
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Lydia Ourahmane

View of "Lydia Ourahmane: duwsacs 45y Solar Cry," 2020.

Electric blue washes over the galleries of the CCA Wattis Institute for
Contemporary Arts. Add to this hallucinogenic landscape the haunting voice
of mezzo-soprano Nikola Printz, who was directed by artist Lydia
Ourahmane to continuously sing an A-flat note, then a B-flat note, each for
one hour, which was recorded on-site and now plays on loop from opposite
ends of the main room. The exercise is inherently untenable—the human
voice inevitably breaks under such a burden. Although it likely scarred
Printz, they ceaselessly followed instructions, perhaps pushed by their faith
in the artwork. Ourahmane’s underlying goal with this and other works in
the exhibition is to explore belief systems, or what drives us to act and how
we carry belief in our bodies. The blue saturation visually extends this
intangible concept; like a belief system, it tinges one’s view of the environs
and of one’s own body.

Jovanna Venegas
Lydia Ourahmane
Artforum, 2020.
https://urls.fr/vsex5St
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Within an inner gallery, a large-scale projection shows the artist, in close-up,
getting a tattoo of a warrior girl, an image which Ourahmane encountered
outside a cave while traveling in Tassili n’Ajjer, a desert plateau in southeast
Algeria. The journey entailed walking for eight days through the inhospitable
landscape, in exchange for encounters with the prehistoric site’s fifteen
thousand drawings and engravings, some made up to twelve thousand years
ago. Similar to In the Absence of our Mothers, 2015-18, for which
Ourahmane implanted a gold tooth in her mouth to honor an act of defiance
carried out by her grandfather, warrior girl c. 12,000 b.c., 2020, involves
the artist permanently attaching herself to an image that, through centuries,
has miraculously survived. The primordial drives that Ourahmane

illuminates include not only belief but also memorialization.

Jovanna Venegas
Lydia Ourahmane
Artforum, 2020.
https://urls.fr/vsex5St
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Installation view of Finitude, , ash, k, steel, and looped sound, dimensions variable. Photo by Maris
33 Hutchinson / EPW Studio. Courtesy of the artist.
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Ben Blackmore
Lydia Ourahmane
BOMB, N°143, Spring, 2018, p.33-42.
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In Finitude, Lydia Ourahmane’s installation at the 2018
New Museum Triennial, the vibrations of a cacopho-
nous sound cause a wall made of ash, chalk, and steel
to shake invisibly. Bits fall to the floor, collecting in a
pile of fragments and dust. Over the course of the exhi-
bition, the entire wall will crumble away. Like many of
Ourahmane’s works, it ends in disappearance. Others
are more permanent, like two gold teeth she produced
after melting a necklace bought from an Algerian
migrant for the price of a seat on a smuggling ship to
Spain. One tooth has been implanted in her mouth,
an irreversible action she chose in recognition of the
countless, often far more extreme actions taken by her
countrymen, out of necessity and in order to live on
their own terms.

The artist’s research-driven practice tests the
permeability of boundaries and the state of being in-
between. She archives, stages, and animates the many
restrictions placed on the freedom of movement of
colonized bodies, drawing on stories from her home

country of Algeria—from land made toxic by foreign
oil companies and chemical plants to public squares
where only fictional protests receive police protection.
Born in Saida, she now divides her time between Oran
and London.

When BOMB approached Ourahmane about an
interview, she suggested as an interlocutor her friend
Ben Blackmore, a writer she’s known since their days
at Goldsmiths, University of London, and with whom
she shares an ongoing dialogue about her work.
Blackmore and Ourahmane convened in Florence and
later London on the occasion of her exhibitions Crater
at Spazio Veda and The You in Us at Chisenhale Gallery.

—Chantal McStay

The Third Choir, 2014, twenty Naftal oil barrels imported from Algeria, CZ-5HE radio transmitter, twenty Samsung

E2121B phones, and sound.

Ben Blackmore
Lydia Ourahmane
BOMB, N°143, Spring, 2018, p.33-42.
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was your degree show in 2014, The Third Choir, and |
had only met you a few weeks prior to the opening.
Something | came to learn about your creative pro-
cess, as seen in The Third Choir, is that the works often
involve an incredibly arduous lead-up, taking months or
years. You go away to Algeria to do the base research
or begin to develop your work, and you're out there for
protracted periods of time. But your work isn't shown
in Algeria. It's exhibited mostly in London and on the
continent, which fuels a rigmarole of physical process
just to get the work to its venue. Why do you do that?

I'm often asked that. | think the
materials | use need a certain amount of distance.
They're invisible within the context that they're refer-
encing. Because when you live in a particular culture
or society you exist within it situationally, and your
ability to relate is stifled. Repetition makes everything
become mundane. I've always lived between places.
My family emigrated from Algeria to the UK when
| was a girl. | received my art education in London.
And it’s only from this distance that | have learned to
understand my background.

That adds up. You grow complacent toward everyday
things because they're familiar, and after a certain
point, they're no longer objects in a foreign sense at
all; they're just the accepted furnishings of your world.
Exporting them is a loaded act because it rids objects
of that complacency. So is it the lifting of these com-
monplace objects from their native state that creates
the dialogue you're looking for? Presenting them
beyond that realm of context enables a level of dis-
cussion that was hitherto denied them.

| would say so. By granting the objects a freedom of
movement, | make possible for them what is system-
atically denied humans. It feels as though this leads
to the bigger picture, reinforcing the complex social
ramifications of immigration.

But in relocating these items you're not exoticizing
them per se; they're not exalted in the way they're pre-
sented. You're explicitly not imbuing the object with
meaning.

Very true, and that’'s a common misconception. The
materials | use often have lived through social, politi-
cal, or economic tensions, and they do carry that
weight. | don’t think they can be charged with any-
thing more than what they are. They can’t be mounted.
I'm interested in the weighted state of objects, but it
isn't me that charges them with that state; rather, they
become charged through their distribution.

Well, in that way what you're doing is more like inves-
tigative journalism than any one artistic pursuit. You've
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never reduced what you do to a singular definition.
Your work has more to do with the question of rede-
fining what we as observers can infer from a closed
situation. Does that still hold true in the work you're
making today?

I've definitely grown more confident in the object’s
capacity to circumvent its system of language.

And yet so too do these objects have the capacity to
elude. Your exhibitions often go unaccompanied by
any kind of descriptive text. For example, in your cur-
rent solo show, The You in Us, at London’s Chisenhale
Gallery, the work is incredibly well-travelled. I'm aware
of the whole backstory but only because we literally
live on two sides of the same Styrofoam wall. How do
you expect your audience to comprehend the multi-
plicity of voices and histories present there?

| suppose | can’t, but | can try to place the work in
the context of its narrative. /n the Absence of Our
Mothers (2015-18) began as a gold chain that | bought
from a twenty-three-year-old guy in a market in Oran,
Algeria, while researching illegal immigration from
Algeria to Europe in 2015. | later found out he sold
me that gold chain for the exact price of a seat on a
smuggler’s boat to Spain. When | asked him where he
got it, he said it was his mom’s and that she'd asked
him to sell it for her.

That gold chain first became part of a show in
2015—it was carried around the room by a performer.
He'd hold it or take it out of his pocket every now and
then, and eventually it would end up draped over a
chair. But | felt like that wasn't the right medium. Then,
this past summer when | went to see my uncle he told
me all about my grandfather, whom | never met. He
died a long time ago. He was a high-ranking sniper in
the French-Algerian military, and they kept him on for
thirteen years beyond his compulsory military service
to train other soldiers.

The French lost 1.4 million soldiers in World War
I, including 97,000 colonial soldiers, 26,000 of them
Algerians. They continued to pull from the empire for
World War Il. When my grandfather was called upon to
go fight, he knew that if he left, he’d never come back.
A friend of his was like, “If you pull out all of your teeth,
then you'll be dismissed from the army as physically
unfit.” So, according to family legend, he pulled them
out one by one in a single day, without anesthetic,
and only then was dismissed from duty. His military
records and French passport feature as annexes to my
new work, titled Droit du Sang (Blood right) (2018),
documenting his dismissal from the army. There are
also his identification cards as a resistance fighter in
the War for Independence against the French.

He became very active from 1954 until 1962,
when Algeria gained its independence. His main job
was smuggling arms between the Moroccan and
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Algerian borders, which was an extremely risky act.
He refused our family name to be formally honored, as
he wanted his fight to remain pure. Learning about his
dedication was truly humbling, but it also returned me
to the story of the gold chain. Both actions are finite
and definite: this guy stealing a gold chain from his
mom in order to pay for his escape, and my grandfa-
ther pulling out his teeth as a means to escape fighting
for the French. In that common spirit of defiance, these
two stories converge in a pair of gold teeth, made
of the gold from the chain | bought, melted down.
One tooth is in the Chisenhale exhibition, installed at
the exact same height as the other, which has been
implanted in my mouth. The tooth implantation proce-
dure permanently altered the structure of my bone, by
drilling into it—an action that cannot be reversed. This
is a good illustration of how | think about my work.

Wow. And yet the tooth carries that story so serenely,
just sitting there, mounted on the wall, unadorned and
looking indescribably chill. It makes me think about
Keats's “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” in its meditation on
the purpose of representational art: The narrator sees
this urn as a thing of absolute beauty yet a perfect
mystery, a “Sylvan historian” reluctant to divulge its
innermost secrets. The work precludes total under-
standing, and in the end the narrator comes to terms
with the fact that he will never be able to know it
absolutely.

“What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? /
What pipes and timbrels? \What wild ecstasy?”

I've never read it. But | get where you're going with
this.

Someone could easily walk into the Chisenhale and
see these remarkable oxidized silver doors, growing
ever more silver by the day, opening onto a large,
minimally furnished space with a vibrating wooden
floor and that solitary gold tooth mounted on the wall,
and think that these three pieces occupy that space
together and separately. It seems funny to frame a
show with so rich and variegated a story as this within
a vacuum whereby language is impossible. Well, not
entirely impossible. | remember on the opening night
people were coming up to you, asking in polite yet
highly curious terms if you could possibly explain
what this was all about. And you could, of course, and
you did, because you are the sole arbiter of that pro-
found narrative, the only person in any way qualified
to reconcile these seemingly nebulous works. It puts
you in a very powerful position. Is it your intention that
your work should need you as mediator, not neces-
sarily for completion but as a means of honoring its
allegiance to spoken history?

| recount stories, as anyone does, as a way of sharing
lived experience. It would be very difficult for me to
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differentiate my work from the act of me speaking it
into existence, or my plotting the trajectory of these
stories, which otherwise wouldn’t exist.

I've always been interested in oral history as a
way of passing on information and recording events
within history, which rely on interpretation as mean-
ing and truth. Only recently have we become able to
record events, but the idea of proof is also extremely
flawed.

There's something distinctly old-world in the things
you recount, or maybe the manner in which you're
telling these stories, which feel to me like folklore, in
that they contain all the emblems of myths yet also
relate to lore’s traditional function, which is the jus-
tification of earlier history. It's this stoic and dutiful
act of remembrance against the fear of forgetting.
| describe your works as palimpsests. You're telling
stories that relate to you personally, but there's often
this immense generational ache attached. And the
way you harness and modernize that arcane ability is
speaking from a profound, decidedly national sense of
an identity in decline.

Totally.

Often, your work then counterpoints that chimeric
quality with very real, official documentation as a
means of legitimizing the experience. Like the usage
of receipts as proof. In the case of the former, it's
relayed in your grandfather’s passport and papers. In
The Third Choir, it was reams and reams of paperwork
documenting your various attempts to export twenty
empty oil barrels, which were thwarted over and over
by the authorities. It's a process of trial and error.
Having witnessed the making of that project, | can’t
even begin to describe how chaotic it was. The barrels
arrived—

—on my birthday. | was sobbing. (laughter)

| was worried for you. But in hindsight that frenzy was
also kind of the spark itself, the catalyst that piece
needed to achieve completion. It was a very real pos-
sibility that the barrels would not arrive in time for the
show, and you were creating this contingency plan.
Which begs the question: Is showing the work the
same as not showing it?

Yeah, | came to the conclusion that if the barrels
didn’t arrive in time, it wouldn’t matter because it's
not about them being there physically. This process
has all happened and it exists. And that’s as tangible
as it is with the objects being present. It's not even
about the objects at all. | would have come up with a
different configuration of presentation, which would
have been ...nothing! (laughter) There's very little that
is nothing.
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37 (i, ii, and iii) /n the Absence of Our Mothers, 2018. Photos by Andy Keate. Courtesy of Chisenhale Gallery, London.
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(i and ii) Still from and installation view of Haraga (The Burning), 2014, digital video on iPhone. Photo by Brica Wilcox.
38 Courtesy of the artist and Ghebaly Gallery, Los Angeles.
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Was that work driven by a specific visual end prod-
uct—that quadrant of barrels? It's probably your most
aesthetic work to date.

Yes, that particular piece was very specific. | knew |
wanted to make a sound work using mobile phones
inside barrels, where the phones would simultane-
ously be playing a sound piece relayed through a
pirate radio station | made using a radio transmitter.
| wanted to use these barrels as a way of discussing
their position in reference to the industry they repre-
sent. The oil industry is a common point of blame for
the economic stagnation and perceived maldistribu-
tion of wealth in Algeria. These objects represent a
“reason” for the economic migration that has risen
from that region. For me, the work always spoke
about the movement of people. | wanted the barrels
to enact that same journey. The momentum they gath-
ered through becoming an artwork was something |
could never have anticipated. Faced with such heavy
bureaucratic restrictions, finding ways around that
was what created dialogue. There were six declined
proposals for custom clearance before they were
granted permission by the ministry of culture to pass
as a cultural export, and it became the first artwork to
be legally moved from the country since 1962.

Those tribulations are crucial elements. | sometimes
feel (needlessly) defensive of your work because it
appears so humbly as the ambassador of something
difficult and hard-fought. The artworks themselves
are these muted distillations, graceful composites of
their ability to endure tragedy and of the emotional
rollercoaster you rode with them. | want to give them
a voice to speak. But, of course, that would be missing
the point. | guess what I'm trying to say is that | worry
they will be misinterpreted. Do you worry about that
too?

| have to accept it. The very act of showing work is
to allow the space for misinterpretation or to give the
viewer the right to impress their projection upon that
object which most satisfies something within them.
The reason | make work is for my own understanding.

Some people who don’t know the backstories might
see the objects and assume they're these repurposed,
loaded visual cues—

But you can feel that they have come from a place.

Would you say that sometimes the form a work takes
is purely incidental?

| really don’t like to restrict myself that way—thinking
this has to become something. And that’s the unfor-
tunate part about having deadlines or set timeframes
in which you have to produce something. For me, the
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period of research is the most formative part of mak-
ing the work. | want to immerse myself in the process
I'm embarking upon, or in the subject I'm researching.
| want to be fully present in that. | don’t enjoy the pres-
sure of having to materialize in some form, but that's
life. (laughter)

The pressure to materialize—let's discuss that,
because there are times when you've defied gallery
convention altogether. By this I'm referring to one of
your more intangible works, Haraga (The Burning). You
showed this piece at Bloomberg New Contemporaries
in 2014, which | remember was a massive deal at the
time, a huge opportunity. Many talented young artists
were vying for attention, and that opportunism literally
materialized in a lot of the work, which in my opinion
was quite sensationalized. | can say only that because
I'm not an artist myself. (laughter)

You opted to show your most tacit work to date,
withdrawing from the physical space of the Institute
of Contemporary Arts altogether. Your only footprint
was an unassuming little card on the wall, no bigger
than my fist, which had on it the login details for a
Wi-Fi network, entitled Haraga (The Burning). The
word harraga (“those who burn”) is an Arabic term
referring to the increasing number of young Algerians
who try to emigrate from Algeria by boat to Spain.

As it turns out, the network had the bandwidth
of a portaloo, and you had to stand on a table to get
at it. It was only when one logged into this network
that a pop-up appeared on the phone screen, show-
ing grainy footage of young men aboard a small skiff
in open water. That short clip traced a very brief part
of a long physical journey, but what it chartered on
an emotional scale was huge. The viewer observes
an extreme progression in these men as they move
northward from Algerian into Spanish waters. In one
moment, as they pass the border, their fear turns to
elation, and they speak of freedom and of the new
lives they're about to inherit. They had done it. It was
only by speaking to you later that | found out that they
were arrested at sea almost immediately afterward,
and all except one—who was granted asylum—were
detained for forty-five days, then sent home to inevi-
table jail sentences.

That footage was never intended to be seen on a big
screen. A twenty-five-year-old migrant named Houari
showed it to me on his phone after we'd spoken for
about two hours about his journey. And then he pro-
ceeded to Bluetooth it to me. | remember leaving his
house and watching this on my phone in the car. It
was so guttural. Experiencing that information, it
pierced into my personal space, through my periphery,
in a violent way. And | realized that personal, intimate
experience is what's lacking in the way we consume
this kind of information. Because refugee imagery is
so capriciously thrown around in the media, it’s like
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(i) Installation view of Doors, 2018. Photo by Andy Keate. Courtesy of Chisenhale Gallery, London. (ii) A/l the way
up to the Heavens and down to the depths of Hell, 2017, concrete, steel, water, trumpet solo, 110.25 x 157.5 x 8
40 inches. Music by Ourahmane and Adam Chatterton and performed by Atakan Altug. Photo by Sahir Ugur Eren.
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| recount stories, as anyone does, as a way of sharing lived experience. It
would be very difficult for me to differentiate my work from the act of me
speaking it into existence, or plotting the trajectory of these stories, which

otherwise wouldn’t exist.

we're completely numb to what it actually is. So |
wanted to try and recreate what I'd felt watching that
video on my phone to an audience.

That seems in keeping with the discussion we had
earlier concerning objects and their relationship to
context. You attempted to simulate through formal
experimentation the way you felt when you first saw
that clip, the manner in which you saw it. And that
attempt at replication was at the expense of outward
gallery presentation.

Yeah, a lot of people didn't actually see it. The Wi-Fi
could only support a few viewings simultaneously.
And that’s fine.

Rumor has it that it was best seen from the café, which
was sadly closed the entire time. The fact that one could
miss it, that the work was sort of hiding in the space,
felt subversive to me and signaled a kind of negative
curation. It existed on a politics of refusal. You had this
wealth of physical space allocated to you, yet ultimately
the nature of that particular work made it necessary to
refuse it. It sounds like I'm circuitously defining what
you did or do as minimalism, but that work felt surpris-
ingly substantial, even though you were presenting it
invisibly. As though the work was doing everything it
could to make itself heard against myriad setbacks.

It's a shame the technical aspects of that piece didn't
work so well—actually, | don’t think it's a shame.

That's what I'm trying to say. You speak of it as though
the work was a failure, but the sensation evoked was
one of verisimilitude. It was responsive and corollary
to its own limitations. It owned its imperfections. That
made it autotelic. | don’t think many people would
take such a risk with as fecund a platform as that.

Then it worked exactly how it should have.

It existed primarily as experience. You had to be there,
as it was nontransferable. You couldn’t go posting it
on Instagram later. Do you actively seek to cultivate
that singular notion of subjective experience, inex-
tricable from the present, or would you rather it was
something that we could all share?

This is why I'm going gray. (laughter) How can | trans-
late these periods of time where there is no hierarchy
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in events? Often these feelings and observations are
very nuanced. Sometimes | wish people could be with
me in that. That's why | fantasize about making a doc-
umentary or a film. But that’s another problem.

I need a medium that puts everyone on the same
level or in the same realm of experience. | think sound
is the only medium that can do that; it's not bound to
language. It also has to be experienced in a very physi-
cal way—it's not something you can unlearn.

In The You in Us, you placed transducers underneath
the floorboards, which basically act like resonance
speakers. In this case, the floor actually resonates. The
sound piece is felt through the body as the audience
walks throughout the space.

| became obsessed with these transducers because
they're intended for sound therapy. They can be
placed directly onto the skin, and various sounds or
vibrations are played into the body. My sound piece
is an hour long, played from underneath the floor into
the body of the person walking through the gallery.
The sound spreads over eight channels and through
twelve separate transducer speakers. You kind of have
to be there. (laughter)

I'm interested in the idea of respite and in people
experiencing the same thing simultaneously; this is
the first time | felt I'd facilitated that.

Sound here is the great leveler; it breaks down sur-
faces. The art world mostly fosters an image-based
enjoyment of art. But the rapture of experience is
inherently something nontransferable. It can’t be
documented.

Let's talk about the work you did for the Istanbul
Biennial last year: All the way up to the Heavens and
down to the depths of Hell.

It's a sculpture, a platform made of concrete and
steel. The measurements of the platform—roughly
four by four meters—represented the minimum that
people have to build on a piece of land in order to
claim and secure that land in Algeria. A trumpet solo
| wrote activates the sculpture or the space. When |
developed this piece, | was working in Arzew, Algeria,
an industrial area, close to Oran where | spent the
first few years of my life. The area is now home to
thirteen chemical plants, which have become notice-
ably toxic to its inhabitants. People complain about
the pollution to no avail. They feel powerless in the
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face of these foreign companies that erect plants in
such close proximity to towns and villages. How is it
acceptable that the right to clean air is being denied?
The area has become chaotic; the land is useless, so
it's largely ungoverned. You can go there and claim
land and build on it. But when people learn about the
toxicity, they decide not to live there. These skeletal,
unfinished buildings scatter the landscape—my sculp-
ture replicates this structure. And the trumpet calls to
a different future.

Your recent Polaroid works document landscapes of
agricultural ruin, littered with the scattered detritus of
civilization. They chronicle the decay consuming these
patches of land, yet the Polaroids themselves are also
subject to a languorous entropy. Do you like the idea
of your works serving as physical allegory for the era-
sure of collective trauma?

Most of my sculptural works are destroyed after
they're shown, like that Istanbul Biennial piece, for
example. All that remains is the trumpet solo, or the
memory of that sound. Memory exists in the realm
of interpretation, which also decays over time. And
this holds true to what | deem important in the work,
which isn’t its physical form. My work at the New
Museum Triennial considers this.

Let's back up for a minute. Too Late For Ambition
(2015) was the work you produced with the Traveling
Award at Goldsmiths. It's an immersive video installa-
tion with four projections, one on each of the room'’s
four walls. With the footage in this installation, you
seemed to be at your most explicit in making a tableau
of a people disenfranchised. In the video, a neon sign
reading TOO LATE FOR AMBITION is switched on in
the midst of a busy square in Ain El-Turk, Algeria. We
see people smashing the sign with rocks. Their posi-
tion is ambiguous—with their aimless loitering they
seem to embody the sentiment of the sign while at
the same time adopting violent actions that seek to
destroy it.

When | made 7oo Late For Ambition, | was interested
in the symbolic resistance to that stated sentiment,
something that had become commonplace in Algeria.
Protests or public gatherings of people are rep-
rimanded, so | had to use the premise of making a
film to be granted permission for that riot scene to be
acted out. It was amazing to see the police actually
protecting the development of that riot.

So you achieved it but only through subterfuge. Do
you see a solution to this geopolitical nadir?

| still can’t see a relief to this general feeling of frustra-
tion, which is very real in Algeria and has existed for

quite a long time. Tension resonates in everything and
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colors every interaction or conversation you have. This
feeling that people don’t know or can’t see a future, it's
always in the background. I'm not trying to be damn-
ing or disrespectful of the struggle that Algeria has
gone through in order to reach its independence. I'm
energized by the strength of the people. Every coun-
try or place has its problems, but | feel particularly
connected to the frustration of the Algerian people
because it so easily could have been my reality too.
But | have a British passport now, so I'm able to move
freely. It's something every person wants: freedom of
movement. That desire for freedom is driving so much
chaos because of the many restrictions. Algeria was
subject to colonial rule; why can't that be remediated?
So much has been taken from this country; surely
it's only fair that it gets balanced out. There's always
going to be that “phantom limb” sensation of a pre-
established right to Europe: “We have a right to you as
you had a right to us,” as someone said to me once.

| take from what you just said that it's impossible for
you to suppress the sense of trauma that permeates
your work. It manifests in a kind of loud voicelessness.
There's this sense of collective frustration, of a nation
in a state of expectant exodus. People are upset and
indignant and they cry out in a language that won't
betray them. It's heard from the hollow of empty bar-
rels, from the clarion call of a single trumpet, from
the fated exultations of people celebrating their pas-
sage into Spanish territory. These works converge
when they amplify a larger, more deafening choir of
helplessness.

| do feel very helpless sometimes, but only on bad
days. | wrote my thesis on illegal immigration from
Algeria to Spain. It was a recurring subject of conver-
sation during that time and still is now with the people
| work with. If you ask someone in my neighborhood
how many people they know who have crossed,
the answer will be thirty, forty, fifty of their friends.
They're all getting themselves ready to leave, all of
them. It's a real thing that’s happening on an everyday
basis. So | can't ignore that frustration or not com-
ment on it in anything I’'m doing.

By harnessing these feelings of abject hopelessness,
which are very real for many Algerians, there's a sense
of optimism in even showing that because it reads like
resistance.

| do believe there's another way, or at least another
kind of relief. But what is it? We will see.
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Lydia Ourahmane on why she made a work
about her grandfather pulling all his teeth
out

The Algerian-British artist explores her family’s experiences living in the
shadow of colonialism

20 Naftal Oil Barrels form part of Ourahmane's installation The Third Choir (2015)
The artist.; CZ-5HE Radio Transmitter; Dublin

Lydia Ourahmane’s deft, deeply personal approach to exploring major geopolitical issues of our
time has prompted international interest in her work. Following on from her appearance in the
Istanbul Biennial last year, she has been busy in the early months of 2018, opening a solo show
at London’s Chisenhale Gallery, and preparing for the New Museum Triennial in New York and

a group exhibition at the Ghebaly Gallery in Los Angeles.

Her work is informed by the events in her own life and those of her family, with a strong
undercurrent of storytelling allied to a conceptual approach, leading to works in installation,
sound, photography, film and text. Born in 1992 in Saida, Algeria, to an Algerian father and
Malaysian mother, Ourahmane now lives between London and Oran, in the north-west of the
country. She spent her early years in Algeria and came to live in the UK in 2001; her parents
had met in London. She remembers the experience of emigration as a “physically violent
process, to be lifted out of a situation, and also a way of understanding how your body exists in

a space”—themes that infuse her work today.

Ben Luke

Lydia Ourahmane on why she made a work about her grandfather pulling all his teeth out
The Art Newspaper, February 1, 2018.
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Ourahmane studied at Goldsmiths college in London, graduating in 2014, and has been showing
her work internationally ever since. Her projects involve long and often complex periods of
research. “I try as much as possible to be present and open to whatever can happen; I don’t
have a plan a lot of the time,” she says. “I just see what I feel, and follow what feels right. And
this is the way that I think about the production of art or how I make work: I am doing my
research and it will just dip into this moment where I show something. It’s like debris that falls

off and accumulates at certain points.”

This approach is exemplified by a new work in the Chisenhale show, Droit de Sang (Blood
Right). The work features documents relating to her paternal grandfather, who was involved in
the liberation of Algeria from French colonial rule, and avoided military conscription to the
French army by removing all his teeth to be excused on medical grounds. Ironically, as
Ourahmane’s work reveals, his documents are now being used by his descendants to claim
French citizenship, prompting major ruptures in her family. This complex story of colonialism,
political conviction, migration and belonging is typical of Ourahmane’s poetic exploration of

history and the present, the personal and the political.

The Art Newspaper: At the core of your Chisenhale show is a sound piece that emerges

from beneath a wooden floor. Tell me about that.

Lydia Ourahmane: I was doing all these sound tests with these bodyshaker things, which turn
any surface into a speaker. I wanted it to be something that actually is more like a physical
experience rather than just a sonic one, something that the audience could feel resonating
throughout the space and throughout the body. I have been editing it in waves, so it will be a
very spatial experience. The image I have been referencing while I've been editing is this image
that I took from the outside of my house in Algeria. There’s a corner that often has a group of
teenage boys hanging out on it, and I was working with a few of these guys during my time
there. I was speaking to [a boy called] Amine, asking what they did on that corner. He said: “We
just watch people going up and down the street and talk about them and look at cars that go
past.” So, what I wanted to create in the sound work was an atmosphere that embodies that
experience of waiting for something to happen. I have been thinking about landscapes that are

key to projection.
You mean the projection of an idea?

Yes, or of a feeling. What happens in that space when someone’s waiting for something. And
that is very key to this show. It goes back to a lot of my previous works, the idea of escape and
departure. It's something that I couldn’t even try to ignore, because every young person in

Algeria talks about leaving all the time; everyone is in a state of waiting to go.

Your subjectivity is crucial, in that you left the country and are talking to or making

reference to people who want to leave. How do you characterise your position?

Ben Luke

Lydia Ourahmane on why she made a work about her grandfather pulling all his teeth out
The Art Newspaper, February 1, 2018.
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I can’t ignore what my position is. There’s no way of hiding that; it is always inherent in me.
And that has always been recognised by whoever I am working with. There have been so many
occasions where people will ask me to help them leave, because they think that if you have
another passport, a British passport, or if you live outside the country, then you have some sort

of power to send someone an invitation, to get them a visa.

The artist Lydia Ourahmane

How does the group of people on the corner appear in the work?

When I first found out that I was doing this show, I was in Algeria researching and working on
the Istanbul Biennial [in 2017]. And in that time, my two dogs were stolen from my house,
while I was there. So that experience was the starting point for this show. And my

investigating and trying to find my dogs was how I became introduced to these guys.

Like so much of your work, there is a complex backstory, in this case involving police,
identifying possible suspects who might have stolen the dogs and visiting them, feeling

intimidated yet trying to establish a relationship with them.

What I found so strange about it was that I couldn’t find a physical resolution. For me, the way
that I would have seen this resolved was if the dogs had been found, but I guess what I found so
interesting in this situation was that, with the people that I came into contact with and tried
to forge a relationship with beyond the initial encounter, you can’t get away from the fact that
the whole time they were suspicious of me, while I was suspicious of them. So it almost felt

like a dance, the whole time we were together.

What are the sounds in the work?

Ben Luke

Lydia Ourahmane on why she made a work about her grandfather pulling all his teeth out
The Art Newspaper, February 1, 2018.
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The sounds in this piece are field recordings, mainly of events or periods of time which I, for
some reason or another, had felt it necessary to record. There are compositions I have been
working on with various friends and musicians; melodies feature in the piece as body to hold
the spatial aspect of the work. There are also recordings of music and sounds collected during
my time in Algeria. I recorded a Gnawa group; Gnawa is a style of music that is part of Sufi
[culture]—a form of worship that features these hour-long trances. The main instrument is the
guembri, which is like a guitar. They talked about the guembri having three souls because it is
made from three living things: the strings are made from the intestine of a goat, the back is
made of wood, and the skin is the neck of a camel. There is a recognition of these materials as

living on in a present, spiritual sense.
Tell me about the work with gold teeth in the Chisenhale show.

It’s called In the Absence of Our Mothers, and it started three years ago when I was doing a lot
of research about illegal immigration. In a renowned market in Oran called Medina Jedida
there is a section where, so people say, they sell stolen goods. I met a guy who showed me this
gold figaro chain, and it looked like an object that he wouldn’t have owned. So I asked him
where he got it from. He said that it belonged to his mum and that she wanted him to sell it for
her. And then when I asked him the price of it, he said the equivalent to €300, which I had
found out was how much it cost for people to pay for a seat in a boat that was going to Spain. So
in my head when this connection was made, I was thinking that this chain that he potentially
stole from his mum is the means for his escape. I bought the chain and I exhibited it in my solo

show in Dublin but it didn't feel like that was the right format for it to exist.

So how did you develop the work from there?

Last summer when [ was back in Algeria, my uncle told me about my grandfather, whom I
never met; he died before I was born. He was in Oujda in Morocco and, at the time, Algeria and
Morocco under French occupation were basically one country. Everyone had to do military
service for two years but he was kept on for a further seven years because he was an amazing
sniper; apparently he would never miss a shot. So they kept him on to train other soldiers and
then, in 1945, during the Second World War, he was asked to go and fight. During the First
World War, the French lost 1.4 million of their soldiers, so they started pulling from the Empire.
He knew that if he left, he probably wouldn’t be able to return. He was trying to see how he
could get out of the army and his friend told him that if you pull out all of your teeth, then you
will be dismissed because you have to be physically fit and have your teeth. So, during his two-
week holiday period in April, he pulled out every single one of his teeth on his own. He went
back to the military and he was dismissed, obviously. And when I heard that story, I was
thinking about the intent of doing something like that, which is irreversible; he had dentures
for the rest of his life. I was thinking about that as a means of escape, and when I went back to
this idea of this gold chain, the two ideas made sense to me in the form of the work which T am
showing here; I have had the chain melted down into two gold teeth, one of which is implanted

in my mouth and the other is exhibited in the space.

Ben Luke

Lydia Ourahmane on why she made a work about her grandfather pulling all his teeth out
The Art Newspaper, February 1, 2018.
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So have you had to extract one of your teeth, like your grandfather did back then?

No, I already had a hole. When I went for the initial procedure, the way that they implant a
tooth is they drill a hole into your bone and then they put in this screw. You then have to go
through a period of integration; the bone has to grow around the screw and accept it, so there’s
a potential that your bone could reject the foreign object. And I thought that was so beautiful
because the word “integration” is used so often in relation to immigration, but on social and

economic terms—it almost dehumanises that process.

LYDIA OURAHMANE: THREE KEY WORKS

Lydia Ourahmane: The Third Choir (2015)
Frederik Gruyere

The Third Choir (2015)

The physical manifestation of this work consists of 20 empty oil barrels branded with the name
of the Algerian oil company Naftal, from which an atmospheric, industrial soundtrack can be
heard, relayed through mobile phones at the bottom of each barrel. But the backstory of their
shipment from Algeria to Europe across the Mediterranean, and the 934 documents that
Ourahmane gathered in the tortuous process of their export, are an important resonance. “It is
the same oil that’s exported to Chevron, Total, BP, but it never leaves the country under Naftal,”
she says. Young Algerians blame the oil industry for the country’s social and economic
problems, prompting their desire for escape. “I wanted to use the barrels for a symbol,”
Ourahmane says. “As they came under such an intensified bureaucratic procedure in their

exportation, they became very human.”

Ben Luke
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All the way up to the Heavens and down to the depths of Hell (2017)
The artist; Sahir Ugur Eren

All the way up to the Heavens and down to the depths of Hell (2017)

Created for last year’s Istanbul Biennial, this work relates to the effects of industrial waste in
the town of Arzew, just outside Oran. “The government doesn’t care about who lives there,
because the land is useless to it; it’s an industrial area.” At the beginning of her research, she
spoke to people in this, her former hometown, who explained that “they knew they were being
poisoned but there was no point trying to complain about it because nothing could change”,
she says. A plaintive trumpet piece informed by military bugle melodies, written by
Ourahmane with her trumpeter friend Adam Chatterton, “tries to invoke that sentiment”,

Ourahmane says. “I thought it also acts as a cleansing.”

Corales (2016)
Lydia Ourahmane

Ben Luke
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Fleeing Will Save Us (2017)

“Photography is such a huge part of my practice but I never really show the photographs,”
Ourahmane says. This work is a rare exception. She has only recently begun to make Polaroids
and in this case captured “two images of a cave area that is used as a departure point”, she says.
“If you go to the caves, you will see fishing boats tucked into them, but this is an area that is
known. They’re photographs of this place, which I was led to by word of mouth.” The images do
not include portraits of those who seek to escape, however. “I don’t use people,” she says.
Instead, most often, she uses objects “to signify or represent people. Because they drive
everything that exists in all of my work.” The photographs were recently acquired by the British

Museum in London.

Ben Luke
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